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Foreword 
We are pleased to launch the 2025 
State of the Nation report, fulfilling the 
Commission’s statutory responsibility to 
report to Parliament on the condition of 
social mobility in the UK. 
This year also marks the 15th anniversary 
of the Child Poverty and Life Chances 
Act (2010), the legislation from which the 
Commission traces its origins. 

This report should be read in the context of 
our work over the past 4 years. We began 
with a concern that the evidence on actual 
social mobility in the United Kingdom had 
not featured sufficiently in policy debates. 
Too often it is simply asserted that social 
mobility is in crisis, is declining, or compares 
badly with other countries. The evidence 
tells a far more nuanced story. 

Our State of the Nation reports have 
provided an opportunity to present a 
coherent, consistent approach to monitoring 
social mobility, based on a robust and 
reliable body of evidence. In 2022, we 
introduced the Social Mobility Index to 
capture the 40 most reliable indicators 
across the drivers, intermediate and 
long‑term outcomes of social mobility. 
In 2023, we added to this by breaking data 
down by demographics, including protected 
characteristics. In 2024, we added much 
more detailed geographical breakdowns 
by examining data at local authority level. 

State of the Nation 2025 extends our 
analysis into 2 new areas: it collates 
evidence on historical performance and 
presents outcomes compared to other 
countries. This evidence shows a detailed 
picture, which defies simple caricatures. 
One clear conclusion is that the UK is neither 
terrible nor brilliant at social mobility. We 
have some areas which have improved, 
some strengths and some weaknesses. 
If we had an international league table, 
our country would come somewhere in 
the middle. 

There are 2 areas of our previous analysis 
which State of the Nation strongly 
reinforces. The first relates to the changes in 
the labour market and the creation of more 
higher-skilled occupations. This challenge 
must now be considered with technological 
change and AI at the centre of our thinking. 
Such developments will almost certainly 
have significant disruptive effects, but will 
also create new opportunities, changing 
the landscape we have become used to. 
The second relates to the long-term, deep-
rooted nature of regional disparities – 
which we have argued is the fundamental 
challenge, economically and socially, in 
the UK. We will be coming back to these 
challenges in our future work.  

In the meantime, State of the Nation 2025 
throws out another important challenge 
for social mobility policy. By comparing 
our performance with the past and with 
other countries, it compels us to think hard 
about why we believe the UK has a social 
mobility problem and what exactly we think 
this problem is. Time and again it is taken 
as a given that performance is declining 
or is inferior compared to other countries 
and improvement is urged, but without a 
clear view of the end game. How do we 
know when social mobility in the UK is 
‘good’? Is it when we perform better than 
our neighbours? Or is there some other 
measure? These are questions that have 
been neglected in the debate.

In the absence of clear targets and 
goals, the debate often defaults to an 
oversimplified ‘equality of outcome’ 
approach, which relies on identifying 
disparities in outcomes between groups 
and an assumption that they should be 
equalised. Disparity analysis can be helpful, 
but it also has substantial limitations. 
Much depends on the definition of the 
groups and differences in outcomes may 
be explained by a range of reasons, not 
all of which are ‘unfair’. 
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A focus purely on closing outcome gaps 
can lead to unforeseen consequences and 
complications which may simply replace one 
‘problem’ with others. 

This methodology has been, and still is, 
strongly present in much thinking about 
social mobility policy. It underpins the focus 
on the ‘lucky few’ model of upward mobility, 
which this Social Mobility Commission has 
been keen to challenge. This is because it 
focuses far too narrowly on equality within 
elite groups, with increasing attention to 
detail (because it is easy to keep on finding 
new disparities) while ignoring the wider 
differences and disparities beyond that 
focal point. To be blunt, too much attention 
has been spent on improving the outcomes 
for a small number of people from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds who can 
get into elite occupations, and on tracking 
the proportions of people within these 
elites from different backgrounds. Far less 
attention has been spent on what social 
mobility means for everyone else.   

Too much effort to improve social mobility 
has therefore been directed at the wrong 
problem. To use the technical term, it is 
focused on relative occupational mobility. 
But this is not where we are performing 
badly, either historically or compared 
to others.  

There are social mobility trends which do 
appear more problematic. One simple 
measure is whether children, when they 
reach adulthood, earn more than their 
parents. The evidence here suggests that 
there is ‘stickiness’ and it is most marked 
among the bottom and the top. This has 
become more marked since the 2008 
financial crisis, falling from 60 to 65% 
before the crash to just 44% since 2010.1 
This has also been a period of stagnating 
absolute incomes, changes in the labour 
market relating to the supply of higher‑level 
occupations (‘room at the top’ growing 
more slowly); and increased pressure in 
the housing market. This is one aspect of 
a wider phenomenon whereby the younger 
generation appear to have more restricted 
opportunities than their parents, unless 
they have access to inherited rather than 
earned wealth. 

1	 Jo Blanden and others, ‘Trends in Intergenerational Home Ownership and Wealth Transmission’, 2021. Published on 
CEP.LSE.AC.UK

At the same time, geographical disparities 
in economic wealth and opportunity, along 
with educational, health and a range of 
other outcomes, have become increasingly 
clear cut. 

On this basis, we believe that promoting 
social mobility is still a vital aim, but only 
if it is redefined and considered in a 
different way. Our starting point is that 
social mobility is fundamentally about 
improvements in our overall collective 
prosperity. This is why we place such a 
focus on the economy, innovation and 
wealth creation across the country. It is also 
about how this can be done in ways which 
extend opportunity as widely as possible. 
This gives us our strong focus on geography, 
but also means that the traditional big 
themes of social mobility policy – early years 
and education – remain within our priorities. 
They are, however, viewed in a wider way. 
Instead of focusing the entire system on 
supplying the needs of elite professions 
within a narrow set of sectors, there is a 
need to refocus on the skills, knowledge and 
behaviours needed to support innovation, 
growth and enterprise. This means a focus 
on place and on the real obstacles to 
opportunity in different areas, along with 
the family, community, neighbourhood and 
cultural aspects of these.  

We set out our overall approach in 
Innovation Generation (December 2024), 
where we argued that place-based 
approaches, supporting but also challenging 
the current trajectory of devolution, offer 
the best route to improving opportunity and 
delivering social mobility relevant to the 
whole country.  

Each year, the State of the Nation report 
has built the strength and depth of our 
understanding of social mobility in the UK. 
We are using these insights to build a body 
of work and our recent publications from 
our Economic Growth and Investment Group 
and Regional Insights set out how we can 
better address social mobility through a 
place-based approach.

Alun Francis,  
Chair of the Social Mobility Commission
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Executive 
Summary

The Social Mobility Commission is a 
statutory advisory body that reports on 
social mobility across the UK and makes 
recommendations relating to England. 

2	 ‘Real wages’ means wage statistics that have been adjusted for inflation, so they can be compared over time. 
For example, if nominal (unadjusted) wages grow by 4% at a time when inflation was also 4%, there has been 
no growth in real wages. 

3	 Relative mobility measures compare the chances that people from different backgrounds have of reaching a 
particular outcome.

Every year, we report to Parliament on the 
current state of social mobility. To improve 
reporting, we developed our Social Mobility 
Index, the most comprehensive summary of 
social mobility statistics in the UK. Over the 
past year, we have continued to enhance 
and update the Index, and this report shares 
our latest results. 

The 2025 State of the Nation report provides 
the most comprehensive annual analysis of 
social mobility in the UK. Its strength lies 
in combining international comparisons 
with long-term tracking of trends, using 
our Index, which covers occupation, 
income, education, housing and wealth. 
Policymakers, researchers and stakeholders 
will find this report especially useful for 
understanding the current state of social 
mobility and identifying effective ways to 
deal with persistent inequalities.

The UK has similar levels of absolute 
occupational mobility to other major 
western European countries, but faces 
some worrying trends with decreasing 
upward income mobility and worsening 
housing mobility. Poor growth in real wages 
and increasing house prices are probably 
responsible for much of this.2 Relative 
occupational mobility studies provide mixed 
findings; some see the UK as fairly mobile, 
while others place it in a more average 
position.3 Despite these differences, all 
studies highlight significant opportunities 
for improvement.
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In terms of absolute income mobility, 
the UK performs well compared with 
Canada, Denmark and the USA, but faces 
a concerning decline over time. New 
generations are increasingly unlikely to earn 
more than their parents did at a similar 
age. Relative income mobility in the UK is 
not as good, consistently ranking near the 
USA, among the least mobile developed 
nations. By contrast, countries such as 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the 
Nordic states achieve higher levels of relative 
income mobility, pointing to the potential 
for valuable policy lessons.

Educational mobility presents a complex 
picture internationally. The UK is placed 
among countries where people have a good 
chance of upward educational mobility (like 
Belgium, France and Japan) but still faces 
fairly strong intergenerational links, meaning 
a child’s education level heavily depends on 
their parents’ background. Housing mobility 
data (based on renting versus owning a 
home) is less comprehensive, but available 
evidence clearly shows a sharp decline in 
the UK’s housing mobility in recent years. 
The positive impacts of policies like the Right 
to Buy scheme from the 1980s have greatly 
diminished, restricting mobility opportunities 
today. Wealth mobility is another crucial 
area where data is unfortunately limited, 
highlighting a critical need for improved 
research and information.

The UK ranks well 
in terms of absolute 
income, but faces a 
concerning decline 

over time.

Within the UK, extreme regional 
differences persist. Areas that once thrived 
through industries such as mining and 
manufacturing – particularly in the North 
East, Yorkshire and the Humber, the West 
Midlands, Wales and Scotland – continue 
to experience significant disadvantage, 
showing little improvement since the 
early 2000s. It is likely that these areas 
are still suffering the after-effects of 
the de‑industrialisation of the 1980s. 
Meanwhile, prosperous areas in London and 
surrounding regions consistently provide 
better conditions for social mobility. Rural 
areas face distinct challenges, including 
limited access to educational institutions 
and skilled jobs, which further deepens 
existing inequalities.

Intermediate outcomes, indicators that 
predict future mobility potential, confirm 
and reinforce these regional differences. 
The educational achievement gap, which 
had narrowed at age 11 and 16 years, 
widened during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
has shown little sign of closing. Additionally, 
disadvantaged students increasingly fall 
behind in higher education (HE) attainment. 
Despite improved employment opportunities 
for young people overall, significant 
socio-economic gaps remain in accessing 
professional and managerial roles.

Going on to HE still generally leads to 
better earnings, but recent minimum wage 
increases have narrowed this advantage. 
This suggests that, increasingly, we need 
more than better education to improve 
life chances for everyone – fair economic 
opportunities at all education and skill 
levels, and in all places, are critical.
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1	

Introduction
Highlights

This State of the Nation report updates our Social Mobility 
Index – the most comprehensive summary of social 
mobility statistics in the UK. 

Over the past year, we have continued to improve and 
update the Index, which helps us report a consistent set 
of social mobility statistics over time. 

To better understand how well the UK is doing in social 
mobility, we have carried out an extensive review of 
international comparisons on occupational, income, 
educational, housing and wealth mobility outcomes. 
This allows us to learn from the best and understand 
where we need to improve. 

For similar reasons, we have taken a much more 
systematic approach to measuring change over time. 
This helps to realise one of the important benefits of the 
Index – providing early signs of success and problems that 
need to be addressed. 

17Social Mobility Commission: State of the Nation 202516



The Social Mobility 
Commission 
Social mobility is important because it means 
the circumstances of your birth do not limit 
what you can achieve – no matter what 
your starting point, you can go on to lead a 
fulfilling life. The Social Mobility Commission 
(SMC) monitors social mobility across the UK 
and makes recommendations for England. 
We want to understand how many people are 
socially mobile, in what parts of the country, 
and to what extent a person’s background 
limits their opportunity. 

What is social mobility?
Social mobility is a broad concept 
that can be measured across many 
different outcomes. In this report, we 
concentrate on intergenerational social 
mobility. This means that a person 
experiences social mobility when they 
have different life outcomes from 
their parents. 

This could mean a different income 
level, a different occupational class 
or other differences, such as housing 
or education level. Mobility can be 
upwards or downwards. But what all 
these approaches have in common 
is a concern with the chances for 
people born and brought up in one 
kind of situation to move up or down 
the social mobility ladder to a higher 
or lower position than their parents, 
or to stay in the same position.

For example, if you have a professional 
occupation and your parents had a 
working-class occupation, you have 
experienced upward occupational 
mobility. Or if you have a high income 
and your parents had a lower income 
at the same age, you have experienced 
upward income mobility. 

The role of our Social Mobility Index
In 2022, we launched the Social Mobility Index to measure mobility clearly and systematically across a 
person’s lifetime. The Index shows where people end up in comparison with where they started, across 
a range of outcomes, including occupational class, income, education, wealth and housing. 

Figure 1.1: The updated Social Mobility Index.

People in 
their 40s 
and 50s

Observed 
social 
mobility 
outcomes

Mobility outcomes
Later-life social mobility outcomes, comparing people’s starting and 
end point. Long-term trends in:

Occupation, income, education, housing and wealth mobility

Social 
mobility 
today

People in 
their teens, 
20s and 30s

Early-life 
outcomes 
that provide 
insights into 
prospects of 
social mobility

Intermediate 
outcomes
Annual
Compulsory schooling 
(5 to 16 years) e.g. attainment at 16

Routes into work (16 to 29 years) 
e.g. destinations after compulsory 
schooling

Work in early adulthood 
(25 to 29 years) e.g. occupation

Career progression (35 to 44 years) 
e.g. class pay gap

Intermediate 
outcomes
Every few years
Pooling data across years 
we can break down the 
intermediate outcomes by:

•	 geography
•	 gender or sex
•	 ethnicity
•	 disability
•	 other protected 

characteristics

Children and 
young people

Social and 
economic 
conditions 
that may help 
or hinder 
social mobility 
in the distant 
future

Drivers of social mobility

Conditions  
of childhood 
e.g. child 
poverty

Educational 
opportunities 
and quality  
e.g. school 
quality

Work 
opportunities 
and quality  
e.g. vacancy 
rates

Social capital 
e.g. civic 
engagement

Future 
social 
mobility 
(in 30 
years)

Note: ‘Social capital’ refers to the social connections and the relationships that come from them, which enable a society to function well. 
Social capital’s role in social mobility is less well understood than that of education or work. However, it has been suggested that it can 
promote a more dynamic economy and society.
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Mobility outcomes are outcomes at a later stage in life, typically the 40s and 50s, while 
intermediate outcomes look at an earlier stage in life, typically when people are in their 
teens, 20s or 30s. We look across the life course to better understand both short and long-
term mobility. Meanwhile, the drivers examine any UK-wide factors with evidence to show 
that they enable or slow down social mobility.

Measures in the Social 
Mobility Index
Mobility outcomes show the progress 
that people make from their starting 
point in life to a later endpoint, such 
as employment or income when they 
are in their 50s. We break outcome 
measures down by people’s socio-
economic background (SEB), so that 
we can see how different starting 
points affect progress to endpoints.4 
Analysis of most mobility outcomes 
relies on data from panel or birth 
cohort studies, which aren’t always 
updated yearly. For this reason, we 
don’t update these figures annually.
Intermediate outcomes show the 
progress that people make from their 
start point to an earlier endpoint, 
such as employment in their 20s, or 
educational attainment at age 16 years. 
We also break these down by SEB. We 
track these figures because a person’s 
early outcomes can be a very good 
indicator of how their later life will turn 
out. This gives us an early snapshot 
of mobility without having to wait to 
assess outcomes much later in life. 
Drivers are the underlying social 
and economic conditions that make 
social mobility easier (or harder). 
For example, the availability of good 
education is a driver, because it helps 
people get better jobs and improve 
their circumstances (upward mobility). 
So our measures of drivers tell us 
about these nationwide background 
conditions. They do not tell us what the 
UK’s rates of mobility have been, and 
they are not broken down by SEB. 

4	 In our reporting, a person’s SEB means the socio-
economic situation of their parents. For example, this 
might be the parents’ occupational class, income or 
education. So for instance, when we talk about someone 
with a “higher professional background”, we mean that 
at least one of their parents had a higher professional 
occupation when this person was a child.

Aside from looking at different stages in life, 
we also break the UK down geographically 
into upper-tier local authorities (LAs).5 This 
gives us 203 geographical areas, the same as 
last year, allowing us to see regional patterns 
of mobility.

5	 In some areas of the UK, local government is divided 
between a county council (upper-tier LA) and a district 
council (lower-tier LA), which are responsible for 
different services. In other areas, there is a single-tier 
(or ‘unitary’) LA instead.

Mobility outcomes 
show the progress 

that people make from 
their starting point in 

life to a later endpoint.

Measures of social mobility
All measures of social mobility have to 
start with a measure of socio-economic 
background (SEB). This is because, without 
knowing someone’s starting point, we cannot 
say what progress they have made. This can 
present a challenge, because someone’s 
starting point can be decades in the past, 
and finding appropriate data can be difficult. 
For this reason, we have to rely on a range of 
different measures of SEB, depending on the 
context, and some are better than others. 

Once we have a measure of someone’s SEB, 
we can then go on to measure their current 
status, whether they are at an earlier point 
in their life (for intermediate outcomes) or 
a later one (for mobility outcomes). When 
we do this for the whole population, or for 
a sample representing the population, we 
get the social mobility rates that feature 
in this report. These rates can either be 
absolute or relative, a distinction that 
is explained on page 24. Finally, we can 
combine several different measures to give 
us an overall picture of social mobility in a 
geographical area.
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Socio-economic 
background (SEB)
SEB is a person’s starting point. This is 
measured by looking at their parent’s 
socio-economic situation when they were 
growing up. For example, this might be 
the parents’ occupational class, income or 
education. We might, for instance, look at 
whether one or both of the parents had a 
degree when the person was a child.

How do we measure SEB? 
Throughout our report, we often 
report on SEB as it’s recorded in 
the Labour Force Survey (LFS) – a 
representative sample survey to 
provide information on the UK’s 
labour market. In this survey, 
participants are asked about their 
current jobs, but also what job 
the main earner in the household 
did when they were 14 years old. 
This enables us to look back at 
someone’s SEB without having to 
track the same individual across all 
the intervening years. The LFS also 
covers the whole of the UK, in line 
with the SMC’s statutory obligations.
Sometimes, the LFS isn’t available, 
so we have to use other measures 
of SEB. For example, for children still 
in school, the only measure of SEB 
available is their eligibility for free 
school meals. 

6	 Yaojun Li and Anthony Heath, ‘Class matters: a study of minority and majority social mobility in Britain, 1982–2011’, 
2016. Published on JOURNALS.UCHICAGO.EDU.

7	 Carolina Zuccotti and Lucinda Platt, ‘The paradoxical role of social class background in the educational and labour 
market outcomes of the children of immigrants in the UK’, 2023. Published on ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM. 

8	 Social Mobility Commission, ‘State of the nation 2023: people and places’, 2023. Published on GOV.UK.
9	 The Office for National Statistics collects, analyses and shares statistics about the UK’s economy, society and 

population. ONS, ‘The national statistics socio-economic classification (NS-SEC)’, 2021. Published on ONS.GOV.UK.
10	 The LFS asks respondents what the occupation of the main earner in the household was when the respondent was 

aged 14 years. This is what we use when reporting SEB using the LFS.

While most of our social mobility measures 
use parents’ occupational class as someone’s 
SEB, not all do. It is important to consider 
other important aspects of SEB, like what 
parents earned or what level of education 
they had. For example, in some families, 
parents may be educated to university 
level but working in a routine job – this has 
historically been true in some immigrant 
communities, for instance.6 7 In some 
cases, parents’ occupational class simply 
isn’t available, so we have to use other 
measures of SEB. 

Occupational class 
Where possible, we measure occupational 
class using the same 5-part grouping that 
we introduced in 2023.8 This grouping uses 
the occupational classes in the Office for 
National Statistics’ (ONS) National Statistics 
Socio-Economic Classification system 
(NS-SEC).9 There are 8 ‘analytic’ classes 
in the NS-SEC and we have grouped them 
into 5 categories: ‘higher professional 
and managerial’, ‘lower professional and 
managerial’, ‘intermediate’, ‘higher working 
class’ and ‘lower working class’. 

We use this grouping to look not only at a 
person’s socio-economic or occupational 
background – in other words, what job a 
person’s parents did – but also what jobs 
people are currently doing. For example, if we 
say that someone has a ‘higher professional 
background’, this means that their parents 
had a higher professional or higher 
managerial occupation.10

Previous groupings included only 3 
categories – ‘professional and managerial’, 
‘intermediate’ and ‘working class’. However, 
these categories were broad and did not 
provide enough information to understand 
short-range mobility. Using 3 categories also 
meant that there was considerable variation 
within each category. 

Table 1.1: Our 5-part grouping of occupational classes based on the 
NS-SEC.

NS-SEC Previous 
3-part group-

ing 

5-part grouping Example occupations

1 Professional 
and 
managerial

Higher professional 
including higher managerial, 
administrative and professional

Chief executive officer of 
large firm, doctor, clergy, 
engineer, senior army officer 

2 Lower professional 
including lower managerial, 
administrative and professional

Teacher, nurse, office 
manager, journalist, web 
designer 

3 Intermediate11 Intermediate 
including intermediate 
occupations, small employers 
and freelance workers

Clerical worker, driving 
instructor, graphic designer, 
shopkeeper, hotel manager, 
taxi driver, self-employed 
roofer 4

5 Working class Higher working class 
including lower supervisory, 
technical and semi-routine 
workers

Foreman, mechanic, 
electrician, train driver, 
printer, shop assistant, 
traffic warden, housekeeper, 
farmworker 

6

7 Lower working class 
and workless families

Cleaner, porter, waiter, 
labourer, refuse collector, 
bricklayer8

11	 Some routine occupations can count as intermediate if the worker is self-employed.
12	 Office for National Statistics,‘Earnings and hours worked, occupation by four-digit SOC: ASHE table 14.7a’, 2024. 

Published on ONS.GOV.UK.

Occupational class 
versus earnings
Sometimes people in lower occupational 
classes earn more than those in higher 
occupational classes. For example, speech 
and language therapists count as higher 
professionals, NS-SEC 1, because their 
job requires a first degree for entry 
and experience-related training, and 
the practical application of a body of 
knowledge to instruct others. Yet their 
average salary is lower than that of many 
working-class occupations, including some 
routine manual occupations.

Example occupations, their 
NS‑SEC classes and median 
salaries
Speech and language therapists:  
NS-SEC 1 – higher professional. 
Median salary: £31,938.
Train and tram drivers:  
NS-SEC 5 – higher working class. 
Median salary: £63,853.
Air conditioning and refrigeration 
installers and repairers:  
NS-SEC 6 – higher working class. 
Median salary: £40,564.
Large goods vehicle drivers:  
NS-SEC 7 – lower working class. 
Median salary: £38,353.12
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Also, 2 people doing the same type of work 
can be in different classes if one is an 
employee and the other is self-employed, 
since the self-employed tend to be classed 
as intermediate. For example, a bricklayer 
who is an employee would be in NS-
SEC 7, lower working class, while a self-
employed bricklayer would be in NS-SEC 4, 
intermediate class. The salaries in these 2 
cases may also be very different.

Absolute and relative 
mobility measures
Absolute measures capture 
the number of people who have 
experienced mobility. They are 
usually expressed as percentages 
of the population. For example, 
the absolute occupational mobility 
rate is the percentage of people 
who are in a different occupational 
class from their parents. For income 
mobility, a common absolute 
measure is the percentage of people 
whose income is higher than their 
parents’ income was at the same 
age. We can compare these rates 
across different regions of the UK.
Relative measures tell us the 
strength of the link between origin 
and destination. For example, with 
occupational class mobility, relative 
measures compare the chances that 
at least 2 groups have of reaching, 
versus avoiding, a particular 
outcome. It is this element of 
comparison that makes such 
measures relative. A relative mobility 
measure tells us that one group has 
better chances than another, rather 
than telling us the total number of 
socially mobile people. Low relative 
mobility means that those who start 
life in a particular position are more 
likely than others to be in the same 
position later in life. For that reason, 
low relative mobility can be thought 
of as ‘stickiness’, while high 
relative mobility can be thought 
of as ‘fluidity’.

Geographical analysis using 
composite indices
Looking at geographical breakdowns of 
single indicators, like unemployment or 
highest qualification, could be misleading 
for 2 reasons. Firstly, results have to be 
estimated from sample surveys and sample 
sizes at a regional or local level can be small. 
Secondly, we need to take a holistic view of 
conditions in an area, rather than using only 
one indicator, no matter how reliable. 

To deal with these problems, we introduced 
summary measures, or composite indices, 
in 2023. These provided a snapshot of 
how regions performed across a range of 
indicators. In this and last year’s State of the 
Nation reports, we have 4 indices, one which 
is based on intermediate outcomes and 
the remaining 3 on drivers, with each index 
composed of 3 underlying measures. For 
example, the measure ‘Promising Prospects’ 
looks at qualifications, occupational level and 
the earnings of young people, and takes into 
account their SEB. These give a much more 
reliable picture of what is going well, and 
what could be improved, across the UK.

Improvements in 2025 
In 2025, we have added 2 important 
elements to our Index: systematic 
international comparisons and a more 
thorough analysis of change over time.

As we continue to monitor social mobility 
across the UK, we need to ask what a good 
level of social mobility is. In other words, 
what should the country be aiming for? 
We think there are 2 ways that we can 
check how the UK is doing on social mobility: 
first, we can compare ourselves with other 
countries; and second, we can compare the 
UK with itself over time. 

International comparisons 
International comparisons are important 
because they allow us to see what is 
achievable by other countries. There is no 
reason that the UK should not aspire to the 
highest levels of social mobility seen in other 
advanced economies around the world, and 
also, a careful look at these countries may 
give ideas about how to achieve the best 
results possible. 

Change over time
Comparison over time is also vital, 
especially looking at social mobility for 
younger people. This is because it gives us 
early signs of where there is improvement 
and early warning of decline, so that we 
have the chance to take action. 

By examining which cohorts have 
experienced greater or lesser mobility, 
researchers can identify potential 
factors contributing to these trends. This 
understanding helps to pinpoint areas and 
issues that have seen progress and guide 
future policymaking to increase social 
mobility further.

Figure 1.2: State of the Nation 2025 improvements.

How are we improving the Social Mobility Index in this report?

International 
comparisons

Cross-national literature review 
of social mobility outcomes

Change 
over time

Progress tracking within 
the UK in the 21st century
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Data limitations in the UK

13	 Analysis of intermediate outcome trends is exclusively reliant on the UK Labour Force Survey. Due to limited sample 
sizes, ranging from 30,000 to 90,000 respondents depending on the annual iteration, it’s not possible to break down 
the data by year and demographic characteristics (for example sex, ethnicity, disability) or geographical area (for 
example local authority). Such granular analysis would give statistically unreliable estimates with high levels of 
uncertainty.

14	 Raj Chetty and others, ‘Is the United States still a land of opportunity? Recent trends in intergenerational mobility’, 
2014. Published on NBER.ORG. 

15	 The Centre for Longitudinal Studies manages most of these studies. But the gaps are because maintaining long-term 
studies over decades is resource-intensive.

16	 Office for National Statistics,‘Labour Force Survey performance and quality monitoring report: January to March 
2025’, 2025. Published on ONS.GOV.UK. 

Tracing trends over extended periods offers 
deeper insights into how social mobility 
has evolved. However, analysing such 
changes at a granular level, for instance by 
protected characteristics or by area, remains 
challenging due to data limitations.13 This 
highlights the critical need for better data to 
support social mobility analysis and broader 
discussions on data improvements for 
informing future reports. 

Linking parents’ outcomes 
with children’s
Linking parents’ and children’s tax records 
and educational records would give us a 
much more detailed and refined picture of 
mobility. Without this, researchers cannot 
look at the earnings or education of today’s 
adults and compare them with the earnings 
or education of their parents. Countries such 
as Sweden and the USA already have linked 
tax records, enabling pioneering work on the 
causes of mobility.14 

A household-level dataset
Similarly, household-level data would help 
us to understand the socio-economic 
circumstances of schoolchildren more clearly. 
For example, an administrative household-
level dataset would help target support on 
children who are most in need, rather than 
relying on the current, rather basic, free 
school meal (FSM) eligibility marker. 

Occupational data
There is currently no administrative data 
on people’s occupation type in the UK. His 
Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) 
collects data on income, of course, but not on 
occupation, although it has consulted on this. 

Birth-cohort studies
There have only been 4 major birth-cohort 
studies in the UK since 1945, leaving huge 
gaps of up to 30 years between studies.15 

The Labour Force Survey (LFS) 
As in the previous State of the Nation report, 
we rely on the LFS to understand trends in 
intermediate outcomes and drivers because 
it is the only UK data source that collects 
people’s socio-economic backgrounds and 
other relevant labour market information. 
However, the reliability of this data has 
significantly decreased over the last 10 
years. The number of people surveyed has 
roughly halved, falling from about 99,300 
in 2014 to 50,800 today. This is largely due 
to a sharp decline in the survey’s response 
rate, which dropped from 48% in 2014 to 
39% in 2019, and further dropped to just 
17% by early 2024.16 To make our analysis 
stronger, we have used a 3-year rolling 
average to increase the effective sample size 
and smooth out large swings in the data. 
We’ve also carried out specific statistical 
checks that account for the smaller sample 
size to ensure that any observed changes 
are genuinely meaningful and not just 
random variations.
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2	

How does 
the UK 
compare 
with other 
nations?

Highlights
The UK probably has similar rates of absolute upward and downward 
occupational mobility to other major western European countries. It has 
followed a similar path over time, with a declining rate of upward mobility and 
an increasing rate of downward mobility. This largely reflects the slowing down 
in the expansion of the professional and managerial classes.

Different data sources and methodologies produce varying levels of relative 
occupational mobility, with some studies ranking the UK as a high-fluidity country 
and others putting it in the middle.17

The UK’s absolute income mobility rate is similar to that of Norway, Finland, 
Sweden and the Netherlands, and greater than Canada, Denmark and the USA. 
However, it appears to be declining.

On relative income mobility, we have 2 studies, which place the UK in a group of 
less mobile countries (along with the USA). The studies also show greater relative 
mobility in the Nordic countries, Australia, Canada and New Zealand than in the UK.

On educational mobility, 3 groups of countries can be identified:

1.	Countries with low conditional probabilities of upward mobility and high levels 
of intergenerational persistence (strong link between parents’ SEB and their 
children’s) – Austria, Italy, Poland and Portugal.18

2.	Countries with high conditional probabilities of upward mobility and medium 
levels of intergenerational persistence – Belgium, England, France, Ireland, 
Japan and New Zealand.

3.	Countries with high conditional probabilities of upward mobility and lower 
levels of intergenerational persistence – Canada, Finland and Switzerland.

On housing mobility, there is just one study, using the European Union Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC 2011), which suggests that the UK was 
one of the most fluid countries, but this may reflect the Right to Buy scheme from 
the 1980s and so apply to earlier generations.19 It is likely that relative housing 
mobility in the UK is now much lower.

Unfortunately, there are no cross-national comparisons of wealth mobility.

17	 High relative mobility can be thought of as ‘fluidity’ – when an individual’s outcomes are not strongly determined by 
their parents’ outcomes.

18	 The conditional probability of upward mobility is the likelihood of moving up, for people who start in a lower position. 
It is not the overall rate of mobility.

19	 The Right to Buy scheme was introduced by the Housing Act 1980, allowing council tenants to buy their homes at a 
significant discount. In England, the scheme continues, although the generosity of the discount and the number of 
eligible houses have fluctuated and reduced over time. The scheme ended in Wales in 2019 and Scotland in 2016. For 
more information, UK Parliament, ‘Comparing the Right to Buy in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland’, 
2017. Published on COMMONSLIBRARY.PARLIAMENT.UK.
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Table 2.1: Summary table of international comparisons of social mobility.

Dimension Type of 
measure

Important 
references Findings Traffic 

light Trend

Occupation 

Absolute 
mobility

OECD (2018), 
Erzsébet Bukodi 
and others (2020)

The UK probably has similar rates of absolute 
upward and downward occupational mobility to 
other major western European countries. It has 
followed a similar path over time, with a declining 
rate of upward mobility and an increasing rate of 
downward mobility. This largely reflects the slowing 
down in the expansion of the professional and 
managerial classes.

3 down️

Relative 
mobility

OECD (2018), 
Erzsébet Bukodi and 
others (2020), and 
Florian Hertel and 
Olaf Groh-Samberg 
(2019)

On relative occupational mobility, different sources 
disagree, with some ranking the UK as a high-fluidity 
country and others putting it in the middle.

2 up

Income

Absolute 
mobility

Robert Manduca and 
others (2023)

The UK’s absolute income mobility rate is similar to 
that of Norway, Finland, Sweden and the Netherlands, 
and greater than Canada, Denmark and the USA. 
However, it appears to be declining.

2 down️

Relative 
mobility

Miles Corak (2013), 
Jo Blanden and 
others (2023), and 
OECD (2018)

On relative income mobility, we have 2 studies, which 
place the UK in a group of less mobile countries 
(along with the USA). The studies also show greater 
relative mobility in the Nordic countries, Australia, 
Canada and New Zealand than in the UK.

4 no evidence 
available

Education

Absolute 
mobility

World Bank (2018) 
and SMC analysis 
(2025)

The UK had one of the highest rates of upward 
educational mobility, similar to those in France and 
Sweden and greater than the USA and Germany. 
These results reflect the great expansion of higher 
education in the UK at the end of the 20th century.

2 no evidence 
available

Relative 
mobility

World Bank (2018), 
John Jerrim and 
Lindsey Macmillan 
(2015), Bastion 
Betthäuser and 
others (2021), Sarah 
McNamara and 
others (2024), and 
SMC analysis (2025)

England falls in a middling group along with other 
western European countries, is more fluid than 
Austria, Italy, Poland and Portugal but not as fluid 
as Canada, Japan or Finland.

3 no evidence 
available

Housing

Absolute 
mobility No evidence down️

Relative 
mobility

Louis Chauvel and 
Anne Hartung (2019)

On housing mobility, there is just one study, using 
EU-SILC 2011, which suggests that the UK was one 
of the most fluid countries, but this may reflect the 
Right to Buy scheme from the 1980s and so apply to 
earlier generations.

no evidence 
available

Wealth

Absolute 
mobility

No evidence

no evidence 
available

Relative 
mobility

no evidence 
available

Notes: In column 5, “1” indicates the most positive outcome and “5” the most negative outcome in terms of international comparisons. 
In column 6, the arrows indicate the direction of the UK national trend, and a red question mark indicates no agreement in the literature 
or no evidence available.

Trend

Introduction

20	 The baby boomers were born in the years following World War 2.
21	 Financial Times, ‘The great wealth transfer’, 2024. Published on FT.COM.  

It is very difficult to say what an achievable 
level of social mobility is without looking 
at the situation in other countries. For this 
reason, we have done a comprehensive 
survey of the research to compare rates and 
patterns of mobility around the world. This 
is the starting point for both learning from 
the best and understanding what has gone 
wrong in countries where mobility is poor.

Since ‘social mobility’ is a term covering lots 
of socio-economic outcomes, we’ll consider 
them one by one. The analysis breaks social 
mobility into occupation, income, education 
and housing. 

Unfortunately, there is very little comparative 
work on wealth mobility around the world, 
even though this is likely to be an increasingly 
important topic as wealth inequality grows. 
For example, the baby boomer generation 
is set to transfer a large amount of wealth 
to their children over the next 20 years.20 
This will lead to a divide between those who 
inherit and those who don’t.21 
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Occupational mobility

22	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘A broken social elevator? How to promote social 
mobility’, 2018. Published on OECD.ORG.

23	 Erzsébet Bukodi and others,‘Intergenerational class mobility in Europe: a new account’, 2020.  
Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

24	 European Social Survey, ‘New version of Round 9 data now available’, 2018. Published on  
EUROPEANSOCIALSURVEY.ORG. 

25	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘A broken social elevator? How to promote social 
mobility’, 2018. Published on OECD.ORG; Erzsébet Bukodi and others,‘Intergenerational class mobility in Europe: a 
new account’, 2020. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

26	 Florian Hertel and Olaf Groh-Samberg, ‘The relation between inequality and intergenerational class mobility in 39 
countries’, 2019. Published on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM. 

27	 Richard Breen and Walter Müller, ‘Education and intergenerational social mobility in Europe and the United States’, 
2020. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

28	 Richard Breen and Walter Müller, ‘Education and intergenerational social mobility in Europe and the United States’, 
2020. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM; Erzsébet Bukodi and John Goldthorpe, ‘Social mobility and education in 
Britain: research, politics and policy’, 2019. Published on CAMBRIDGE.ORG; Robert Manduca and others, ‘Trends in 
absolute income mobility in North America and Europe’, 2020. Published on IZA.ORG.

Summary
On absolute occupational mobility in the 
2000s, we have rather contradictory results 
from the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD, 2018) 
and Erzsébet Bukodi and others (2020), 
despite their main data source being the 
same (the European Social Survey, ESS).22 23 
24 Our best guess is that the UK has similar 
rates of absolute upward and downward 
mobility as other major western European 
countries. It has also followed a similar path 
over time to them, with a declining rate of 
upward mobility and an increasing rate of 
downward mobility. This largely reflects 
the slowing down in the expansion of the 
professional and managerial classes (jobs 
such as senior executive or office manager). 

On relative occupational mobility, various 
sources also give different results, even 
when using the same data (ESS). Two 
analyses suggest that the UK is now a 
high fluidity country, (OECD 2018, Erzsébet 
Bukodi and others, 2020) while another 
(Florian Hertel and Olaf Groh-Samberg, 
2019) suggests that the UK is middling.25 
An analysis of a different source (EU-SILC 
2011) also says that the UK is middling (but 
few details of the method are provided).26 
Using LFS data to replicate Richard Breen 
and Walter Müller’s (2020) cross-national 
comparisons could help to clarify the 
UK’s position.27

Background
‘Absolute occupational mobility’ refers 
to changes in an individual’s occupation 
compared with their main-earning parent’s 
occupation. Measures generally consist of 
the percentage of people who experience 
upward or downward mobility, regardless 
of the relative distribution of classes.

‘Relative occupational mobility’ instead 
measures the ease with which individuals 
can move between different occupational 
classes. It examines how strongly individuals’ 
occupational outcomes are influenced by 
their social class origins, assessing fluidity 
and barriers within the social structure. 

Studies show that absolute occupational 
mobility is influenced by shifts in the 
workforce structure, while absolute income 
mobility depends on the growth rate of real 
household income.28 For instance, during 
rapid economic growth, like in the 1950s 
in the UK, there were more high-level jobs, 
creating more vacancies at the top. If there 
are more professional-level positions than 
there are children from professional families 
to fill them, individuals from working-class 
backgrounds often fill these roles, resulting 
in increased upward mobility and decreased 
downward mobility rates.

In the UK, the job market, education 
participation, living standards and ethnic 
diversity have changed significantly over 
time. Particularly, the share of professional 
and managerial roles has increased 
considerably since World War 2, helping more 
people to advance their living conditions and 
experience upward occupational mobility. 
Also, more women have entered professional 
occupations, leading to a greater number 
of children growing up in households with 
both parents in professional roles. However, 
since 1991, this growth has slowed, and the 
availability of professional-level positions 
has expanded more gradually.29 

Recent studies depict a consistent picture of 
absolute occupational mobility trends over 
the 20th and early 21st centuries. During this 
period, the total occupational mobility rate 
in the UK has remained stable, with most 
men moving into different social classes 
from those they grew up in.

There is some debate about whether relative 
occupational mobility has changed over time, 
with some researchers observing no change 
and others noting slight improvements.30 31 

32 However, contrary to some public opinion, 
there’s no strong evidence of declining 
relative occupational mobility. There is 
a clear link between a person’s original 
class and class destination. For instance, 
a man from a higher-professional family 
background has around a 20 times better 
chance than one from a lower working-
class background of achieving a higher-
professional position rather than a routine 
working-class one. 
29	 Erzsébet Bukodi and John Goldthorpe, ‘Social mobility and education in Britain’, 2019. Published on  

CAMBRIDGE.ORG.
30	 Economists have suggested that there has been a rise in within-class income inequality such as Jo Blanden and others, 

‘Intergenerational persistence in income and social class: the impact of within-group inequality’, 2013. Published 
on RSS.ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM. Although this has been disputed by Erzsébet Bukodi and John Goldthorpe, ‘Social 
mobility and education in Britain: research, politics and policy’, 2018. Published on CAMBRIDGE.ORG.

31	 Robert Erikson and John Goldthorpe, ‘The constant flux: a study of class mobility in industrial societies’, 1992. 
Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM; John Goldthorpe and Colin Mills, ‘Trends in intergenerational mobility class 
mobility in Britain in the late twentieth century’, in Richard Breen (editor), ‘Social mobility in Europe’, 2004. 
Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

32	 Anthony Heath and Geoff Payne, Social mobility, in Albert Halsey and Josphine Webb (editors), ‘Twentieth-century 
British social trends’, 2000. Published on SEMANTICSCHOLAR.ORG; John Ermisch and Marco Francesconi, 
‘Intergenerational mobility in Britain: new evidence from the British Household Panel Survey’, 2004. Published on 
CAMBRIDGE.ORG; Paul Lambert and others, ‘By slow degrees: two centuries of social reproduction and mobility 
in Britain’, 2007. Published on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM; Yaojun Li and Fiona Devine, ‘Is social mobility really 
declining? Intergenerational class mobility in Britain in the 1990s and the 2000s’, 2011. Published on JOURNALS.
SAGEPUB.COM; Erzsébet Bukodi and others, ‘The mobility problem in Britain: new findings from the analysis of 
birth cohort data’, 2015. Published on DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL POLICY AND INTERVENTION.OX.AC.UK; Franz Buscha 
and Patrick Sturgis, ‘Declining social mobility? Evidence from five linked censuses in England and Wales 1971–
2011’, 2017. Published on ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM; Brian Bell and others, ‘Where is the land of Hope and Glory? 
The geography of intergenerational mobility in England and Wales’, 2019. Published on  
CENTRE FOR ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE LSE.AC.UK.

33	 Richard Breen and Ruud Luijkx, “‘Conclusions’ in social mobility in Europe”, 2004. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM. 
34	 In this context, harmonised national surveys mean that the researchers made sure the different surveys from each 

country asked similar questions and collected data in a consistent way.

Absolute occupational 
mobility: international 
studies
The analysis of absolute social class mobility 
shows varying trends across different 
studies and timeframes. Richard Breen and 
Ruud Luijkx (2004) conducted a comparative 
study of 11 European countries using 
harmonised national surveys, highlighting 
mobility in Great Britain during the 1990s.33 
34 Their findings show that 31.7% of 
British men experienced upward mobility 
while 19.0% faced downward mobility – 
both figures below the average for the 
surveyed countries. This shows fewer men 
experiencing upward mobility in Britain 
compared to most other countries during 
that period.

In contrast, the OECD’s 2018 report, which 
used data from the ESS 2002 to 2014, 
presents a more favourable picture for the 
UK. Figure 2.1 shows that, with one of the 
higher rates of upward mobility (42.2%) and 
a lower rate of downward mobility (26.7%), 
the UK compared well internationally. These 
findings differ significantly from earlier 
analyses, showing similar mobility rates 
for men and women.
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Country

Figure 2.1: UK compares well internationally on absolute occupational 
mobility, with a higher rate of upward than downward mobility.
Percentage of absolute upward and downward mobility for 26 OECD countries. 

Upward Mobility Downward 
Mobility

Italy 30.9 29.2
Portugal 29.2 32.1
Spain 34.3 28.8
Ireland 40.1 24.8
Poland 35.5 29.4
Switzerland 41.7 23.8
France 41.4 24.1
Iceland 35.6 30
Finland 37 29.8
Germany 42.2 25.2
Belgium 43.3 24.3
Israel 39.9 27.9
Denmark 37.4 30.4
Norway 36.5 31.5
Hungary 40.2 28
Sweden 37.1 31.2
United Kingdom 42.2 26.7
Czech Republic 36.6 32.5
Australia 22.5 47
Slovak Republic 41.3 28.9
Netherlands 46.1 24.1
United States 48.7 21.6
Slovenia 46.9 23.5
Korea 57.8 14.6
Estonia 37.2 35.8
Canada 41 32.8
OECD26 39.3 28.4

Source: OECD (2018) calculations based on all 7 waves of the European Social Survey 
(ESS) (2002 to 2014), Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) for the USA (1999 to 2013), 
Cross‑National Equivalent File (CNEF) for Australia and Korea (2000 to 2014) and the 
General Social Survey (GSS) cycle 15 for Canada.35 36 37

Note: Social class is based on the 9 European Socio-Economic Classification (ESEC) 
categories based on occupation.38 

35	 The Panel Study of Income Dynamics is the longest-running longitudinal household survey in the world. The study 
began in 1968 with a nationally representative sample of over 18,000 individuals living in 5,000 families in the USA. 
For more information see: The Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. Published on PSIDONLINE.
ISR.UMICH.EDU.

36	 The Cross-National Equivalent File is a research project that takes information from large-scale household surveys 
conducted in different countries (like Australia and Korea) and makes the data comparable. For more information see: 
The cross-national equivalent file, Published on CNEFDATA.ORG.

37	 The General Social Survey in Canada is a series of cross-sectional surveys conducted by Statistics Canada to gather 
data on social trends and monitor changes in the living conditions and wellbeing of Canadians. For more information 
see: General social survey: Canadians at work and home. Published on STATCAN.GC.CA.

38	 The European Socio-Economic Classification is a system used to group people into different social classes based 
on their occupation and employment status. The aim is to provide a consistent way to compare social inequalities 
across European countries. See: European Commission, ‘Final report summary – ESEC (European socio-economic 
classification)’, 2024. Published on CORDIS.EUROPA.EU.

Erzsébet Bukodi and others (2020) 
further explored the topic using the ESS 
2002 to 2010, concentrating on men and 
some findings for women in full-time 
employment.39 These results positioned the 
UK around the average among European 
countries, with no marked difference 
between upward and downward mobility 
rates. This contrasts with the OECD’s 
analysis and emphasises the complex nature 
of mobility studies.

Relative occupational 
mobility: international 
studies
Relative social class mobility evaluations 
also show diverse results. Richard Breen 
and Rudd Luijkx’s (2004) examination places 
Great Britain in the mid-range concerning 
fluidity for men in the 1990s, being more fluid 
than Germany and France but less so than 
Sweden and the Netherlands. For women, 
however, the UK was nearly as fluid as the 
leading countries.40

The OECD (2018) identifies the UK as one of 
the most fluid countries in terms of relative 
social mobility, a perspective that challenges 
earlier research like Richard Breen’s 
findings.41 Erzsébet Bukodi and others (2020) 
also categorised the UK within a group of 
high-fluidity nations, noting no significant 
gender differences in mobility.

39	 Erzsébet Bukodi and others, ‘Intergenerational class 
mobility in Europe: a new account’, 2020. Published on 
ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

40	Richard Breen and Ruud Luijkx, “‘Conclusions’ in social 
mobility in Europe”, 2004. Published on 
ACADEMIC.OUP.COM. 

41	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, ‘A broken social elevator? How to 
promote social mobility’, 2018. Published on OECD.ORG.
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Figure 2.2: OECD (2018) indicates the UK demonstrates strong relative 
occupational mobility compared to other countries.
Relative occupational mobility for 25 OECD countries, uniform difference (UNIDIFF) 
parameter estimates.

Uniform difference
Iceland 0.5
United Kingdom 0.7
Israel 0.7
Norway 0.7
Estonia 0.7
United States 0.7
Denmark 0.7
Netherlands 0.7
Sweden 0.7
Germany 0.8
Finland 0.8
Ireland 0.9
Slovak Republic 1
Czech Republic 1
Belgium 1
Switzerland 1.1
Slovenia 1.1
Poland 1.2
France 1.2
Spain 1.2
Hungary 1.4
Australia 1.5
Portugal 1.9
Italy 2
Korea 2.6

Source: OECD (2018). Estimates based on ESS (2002 to 2014), CNEF for Australia and Korea 
(2000 to 2014) and PSID for the USA (1999 to 2013). 

Notes: UNIDIFF parameter estimates, social class is based on the 9 European Socio-
Economic Classification (ESEC). The value of 1 can be thought of as the average across all 
countries. Countries with a value of less than 1 have better relative occupational mobility 
(a weaker link between parents’ and children’s occupational classes). Countries with a value 
of greater than 1 have worse relative occupational mobility (a stronger link between parents’ 
and children’s occupational classes).

Florian Hertel and Olaf Groh-Samberg (2019) offer a more complex view, suggesting the UK 
has slightly greater fluidity than average, particularly for women. However, they warn that 
these results, using a specific model, may not match other findings.42

42	 Florian Hertel and Olaf Groh-Samberg, ‘The relation between inequality and intergenerational class mobility in 39 
countries’, 2019. Published on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM. 

Income mobility

43	 Inflation measures the rate at which the value of money falls and as a result the price of goods and services 
increases.

44	Anthony Heath and others, ‘Social progress in Britain’, 2018. Published on GLOBAL.OUP.COM. 
45	The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘A broken social elevator? How to promote social 

mobility’, 2018. Published on OECD.ORG. Erzébet Bukodi and others’ findings based on the European Social Survey.

Summary
On absolute income mobility, we have 
just one study, which shows that absolute 
(net) income mobility was similar in the UK 
to that in Norway, Finland, Sweden and 
the Netherlands, and greater than that in 
Canada, Denmark and the USA. The study 
also shows a decline in absolute income 
mobility in recent decades in the UK, but 
not as sharp a decline as that in the USA. 
The UK result is consistent with findings on 
declining rates of net social class mobility 
in recent decades.

On relative income mobility, we have 2 
studies, which both place the UK in a group 
of less mobile countries (along with the USA). 
Both studies also show greater relative 
mobility in the Nordic countries, Australia, 
Canada and New Zealand than in the UK.

Background
‘Absolute income mobility’ refers to the 
upward or downward movement of an 
individual’s income compared with their 
parents’, usually taking inflation into 
account.43 The most typical measure is the 
percentage of people who earn more than 
their parents did at a similar age.

‘Relative income mobility’ refers to the 
strength of the link between parents’ income 
and their children’s. It could also be thought 
of as a measure of how well parents’ income 
predicts their children’s income. In a society 
with very poor relative income mobility, 
children’s income will be very similar to 
their parents’.

Like the rise in professional jobs in the 
labour market, economic growth and living 
standards have shown upward trends. 
However, economic trends tend to be more 
volatile compared to changes in occupational 
structure. For example, living standards fell 
following the 2007 to 2008 financial crisis, 
and both poverty and unemployment rates 
have varied noticeably since 1980.44 As a 
result, income mobility trends can be more 
unstable, at least in the short term, than 
occupational mobility trends.

Measuring income mobility presents different 
challenges from measuring occupational 
mobility. While individuals might remember 
their parents’ jobs during their childhood, 
it’s unlikely they could accurately know their 
parents’ income. This makes large surveys, 
like the LFS, which rely on memory for 
childhood data, less suitable for studying 
income mobility. Instead, panel surveys, 
which follow the same people over time, 
are preferred. Another method involves 
combining panel study results with regular 
cross-sectional surveys, like the LFS. 
Unfortunately, an important data gap in 
the UK is the absence of linked parent-child 
tax records (researchers could look at the 
earnings of today’s adults and compare them 
with their parents’). These are available in the 
USA. If we had this data, we would be able 
to carry out much more accurate research 
into the causes of income mobility and 
regional variations. 

Analysis of these surveys typically shows 
that, unlike the relative success seen in 
occupational mobility, the UK has below-
average levels of both absolute and 
relative income mobility compared to 
other developed countries.45
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Absolute income mobility: international studies

46	 Robert Manduca and others, ‘Measuring absolute income mobility: lessons from North America and Europe’, 2023. 
Published on AEAWEB.ORG. The copula and marginals method is used when we have the distributions of parents’ 
and children’s incomes, but we don’t have the linkages between individual parents and children. It is a method of 
estimating these links.

47	 Robert Manduca and others, ‘Trends in absolute income mobility in North America and Europe’, 2020. Published on 
IZA.ORG.

48	Post-transfer means before paying taxes but after receiving government transfers (known as benefits in the UK).

Robert Manduca and others (2023) 
investigated absolute income mobility 
utilising the copula and marginals method.46 
This estimates trends over time across 
several countries, including the UK. 

Their results show the UK’s mobility levels 
are similar to Nordic countries and higher 
than those observed in the USA, which 
has experienced a strong decline due to 
increasing income inequality.

Figure 2.3: Absolute income mobility in the UK was good for those born in 
the mid-1970s, but has since declined.
Estimates of upward absolute income mobility by country and birth cohort from 1960 
to 1987.

Year Canada 
(%)

Denmark 
(%)

Finland 
(%)

Netherlands 
(%)

Norway 
(%)

Sweden 
(%)

UK (%) US (%)

1987 67
1986 68 58.7
1985 55.8 67.16 66 56
1984 55.535 67.85 68.59 70 54.4
1983 55.491 68.35 70.69 75.29 71 55.5
1982 55.451 45.91 69.36 72.92 74.73 74 55.8
1981 56.205 48.27 69.81 73.2 74.19 73 55.3
1980 56.959 51.49 70.24 77.8 73.64 70.3772 74 58.4
1979 57.322 54.13 70.59 77.7 74.7 70.6312 73 63.7
1978 58.011 56.63 70.26 78.38 75.17 71.8403 75 63
1977 57.525 58.31 70.41 78.5 74.5 71.3212 75 61.8
1976 58.92 70.06 78.85 71.97 69.5234 75 61.5
1975 59.67 70.77 78.2 71.68 69.2583 77 61.8
1974 60.85 70.65 79.2 71.04 68.7602 75 61.9
1973 61.99 69.26 78.11 72.1 68.9505 74 62.8
1972 63.31 68.95 69.88 69.2477 73 62.3
1971 64 68.61 71.35 69.9467 74 62.8
1970 64.73 68.15 74.08 68.3161 73 65.7
1969 64.87 68.56 74.29 65.077 69 65.4
1968 65.49 68.24 75.39 63.7828 70 64.9
1967 64.54 67.9 73.91 61.6587 68 63.9
1966 68.46 73.6 60.4714 67 64.1
1965 68.14 72.96 59.371 70 64
1964 72.86 57.8635 70 63.9
1963 58.4539 65.7
1962 62.637 66.4
1961 66.5305 68.8
1960 67.4082 74

Source: Trends in absolute income mobility in North America and Europe.47

Note: The upward absolute mobility rate is the percentage of children in each birth cohort 
whose pre-tax, post-transfer family income at age 30 years, adjusted for inflation, was 
higher than their parents’ family income at age 30 years.48 Incomes are measured using 
a combination of register and survey data in each country.

Relative income mobility: international studies

49	 Miles Corak, ‘Inequality from generation to generation: The United States in comparison’, 2016. Published on 
IZA.ORG.

50	Jo Blanden and others, ‘Intergenerational home ownership’, 2023. Published on LINK.SPRINGER.COM. 
Intergenerational elasticity is a measure used in economics to understand how much a child’s economic success 
or standing is influenced by their parents’ economic background.

51	 The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘A broken social elevator? How to promote social 
mobility’, 2018. Published on OECD.ORG.

Concerning relative income mobility, Miles 
Corak (2013) highlighted a relatively high 
income persistence in the UK, the same as 
Italy and the USA.49 More recent research 
using different methodologies suggests a 
lower intergenerational elasticity (IGE) for the 
UK.50 This brings it closer to Germany’s figures 
but still lagging behind Nordic countries.

The OECD’s 2018 assessment in figure 
2.4 also shows lower fluidity in the UK 
compared to the OECD average, yet similar 
to the USA and other comparable nations. 
The variety of statistical techniques used 
across studies presents challenges in 
making direct comparisons.

Figure 2.4: OECD indicates lower fluidity in the UK compared to the 
OECD average.
Relative mobility measured by IGE for father to son, for the late 2000s in OECD and 
6 other countries.

IGE (%)
Denmark 12.1
Norway 15.6
Finland 18.9
Sweden 25.8
Spain 28
New Zealand 29
Turkey 31
Greece 31.6
Canada 32
Belgium 34.6
Australia 35
Japan 35
Portugal 38.7
Netherlands 39
Ireland 39.5
Korea 40
United States 41
Italy 43.5
United Kingdom 43.9
Switzerland 45.5
Austria 47.9
France 53
Chile 53.2
Germany 55.1
Hungary 62.1
Luxembourg 66.5
OECD26 38.4
Argentina 48.5
India 55
China 55.6
Brazil 66
South Africa 67.6
Colombia 76

Source: OECD (2018).51 

Notes: The higher the parameter, the higher the persistence of earnings across 
generations and the lower the intergenerational mobility (less change between 
different family generations).
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Miles Corak’s (2013) results in figure 2.5 
suggest that income persistence is quite high 
in the UK, similar to Italy, Switzerland and the 
USA, while the Nordic countries, New Zealand, 
Australia and Canada have lower levels.52 
The horizontal axis shows scores on the Gini 
coefficient, a standard measure of economic 
inequality (using disposable household 
income for about 1985 as provided by the 
World Bank). 

52	 Miles Corak (2013), ‘Inequality from generation to generation: The United States in comparison’, in Robert Rycroft 
(editor), The Economics of Inequality, Poverty, and Discrimination in the 21st Century, ABC-CLIO. 

53	 Jo Blanden and others, ‘Intergenerational home ownership’, 2023. Published on LINK.SPRINGER.COM.

The vertical axis shows scores on 
intergenerational earnings mobility. This 
measures the strength of association 
between fathers’ and adult sons’ earnings 
for a cohort of children born during the 
mid-to-late 1960s and measuring their adult 
outcomes in the mid-to-late 1990s. The 
specific measure used in figure 2.4 is the IGE 
– the coefficient from the regression model 
described above. So it is affected by changes 
in income inequality, as well as changes in 
relative income mobility.

Figure 2.5: Income persistence is high in the UK (like Italy, Switzerland and 
the USA) but lower in Nordic countries, New Zealand, Australia and Canada.
Great Gatsby Curve for 21 countries.

Country Inequality Mobility
Denmark 24.70587219 0.150842012
Norway 25.73001495 0.169103135
Finland 26.95898625 0.181277217
Sweden 24.96190788 0.27380024
Canada 32.64297854 0.194668707
Australia 35.25454256 0.264060974
New Zealand 36.22747818 0.292061363
Japan 24.85949361 0.343192508
Germany 28.34157897 0.322496568
France 32.84780709 0.413802184
Spain 34.69126405 0.400410693
Switzerland 33.05263564 0.462498512
Pakistan 33.71832843 0.461281103
Italy 36.07385677 0.501455574
United Kingdom 36.07385677 0.501455574
United States 40.93853485 0.474672594
Singapore 42.6283704 0.440585164
Argentina 52.51134798 0.491716309
China 41.45060623 0.603717863
Peru 53.17704077 0.669457906
Chile 55.32774055 0.519716697
Brazil 58.86103306 0.581804516

Source: Miles Corak, ‘Here is the source for the “Great Gatsby Curve” in the Alan 
Krueger speech at the Center for American Progress on January 12’, 2012. Published on 
MILESCORAK.COM.

Notes: The Great Gatsby Curve describes an inverse relationship between income inequality 
and intergenerational social mobility, when higher income inequality is associated with 
lower social mobility. This means that in countries with larger income gaps, it’s harder for 
individuals to improve their socio-economic status compared to their parents, regardless 
of effort. 

More recent research by Jo Blanden and others (2023) using the British Cohort Study data 
from 2000, and a direct measure of a father’s income, shows a lower IGE of 0.27 for men 
and 0.38 for their daughters.53

Educational mobility

54	 John Jerrim and Lindsey Macmillan, ‘Income inequality, intergenerational mobility, and the Great Gatsby Curve: 
is education the key?’, 2015. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM; Sarah McNamara and others, ‘Intergenerational 
mobility of education in Europe: geographical patterns, cohort-linked measures, and the innovation nexus’, 2024. 
Published on ECINEQ.ORG. 

Summary
Three groups of countries can be 
distinguished:

1.	 Countries with low conditional 
probabilities of upward 
mobility and high levels of 
intergenerational persistence 
– Austria, Italy, Poland 
and Portugal.

2.	 Countries with high conditional 
probabilities of upward 
mobility and medium levels of 
intergenerational persistence 
– Belgium, England, France, 
Ireland, Japan and New Zealand.

3.	 Countries with high conditional 
probabilities of upward 
mobility but lower levels of 
intergenerational persistence – 
Canada, Finland, Switzerland.

On absolute educational mobility, we 
just have one study, using the ESS 2016 
for the UK and most European countries 
(plus our analysis of the Programme for 
the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies (PIAAC), cycle 2 – see 
table 2.2). The UK had one of the highest 
rates of upward educational mobility, 
similar to those in France and Sweden, and 
greater than in the USA and Germany. These 
results reflect the great expansion of higher 
education (HE) in the UK at the end of the 
20th century. However, using surveys to 
measure absolute rates of mobility brings 
a high risk of response bias, since people’s 
interpretation and recall are not perfect.

On relative educational mobility, we have 4 
studies; 3 using ESS and one using PIAAC 
2011 (plus, again, our own analysis of 
PIAAC 2022 to 2023). The results are rather 
different depending on the data source, but 
our new analysis shows a similar pattern to 
John Jerrim and Lindsey Macmillan (2015) 
and Sarah McNamara and others (2024) – 
namely that England falls in a middling group 
along with other West European countries, 
and is more fluid than Italy, Poland and 
Portugal, but not as fluid as Canada, 
Japan or Finland.54 

41Social Mobility Commission: State of the Nation 202540

https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/9929/inequality-from-generation-to-generation-the-united-states-in-comparison
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10888-023-09563-z
https://milescorak.com/2012/01/12/here-is-the-source-for-the-great-gatsby-curve-in-the-alan-krueger-speech-at-the-center-for-american-progress/
https://academic.oup.com/sf/article/94/2/505/2583794
https://www.ecineq.org/milano/WP/ECINEQ2024-664.pdf
https://www.ecineq.org/milano/WP/ECINEQ2024-664.pdf


Background
‘Absolute educational mobility’ refers to the 
situation where individuals achieve higher (or 
lower) educational levels than their parents. 
The most typical measure is the percentage 
of people who go beyond their parents’ 
education, often showing overall progress in 
educational attainment across generations.

‘Relative educational mobility’ refers to the 
degree to which an individual’s education 
level is influenced, or predicted, by their 
parents’ education. It assesses how strongly 
educational attainment is determined by 
a person’s family background, reflecting 
equality of educational opportunities and 
societal barriers.

Just as the growth in the proportion of 
professional jobs has allowed higher levels of 
upward absolute occupational mobility, the 
growth in the number of university places 
has allowed higher levels of upward absolute 
educational mobility. The high numbers of 
first-generation students that result from this 
also affect relative mobility rates, making it 
less likely that someone born to non-graduate 
parents will miss out on university. 

However, improvements in relative mobility 
won’t always follow in this way. For example, 
as more people took up HE during the late 
20th century, the number of first-generation 
university students grew substantially. 
However, wealthier families seized these new 
opportunities quicker than less affluent ones. 
So although children from poorer families 
did better in getting to university, those from 
wealthier backgrounds improved even more, 
widening the HE participation gap. This 
situation reflects a decline in relative mobility, 
while absolute upward educational mobility 
actually increased.55

55	 Jo Blanden and others, ‘Educational inequality and intergenerational mobility’, in Stephen Machin and Anna Vignoles 
(editors) ‘What’s the good of education? The economics of education in the UK’, 2005. Published on  
PRESS.PRINCETON.EDU.

56	 Development Research Group, World Bank. ‘Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility’, 2023. Published on 
WORLDBANK.ORG.

57	 Jerrim John and Lindsey Macmillan, ‘Income inequality, intergenerational mobility, and the Great Gatsby Curve: is 
education the key?’, 2015. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

58	Bastian Betthäuser and others,‘Regional variation in inequality of educational opportunity across Europe’, 2021. 
Published on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM; Sarah McNamara and others, ‘Intergenerational mobility of education in 
Europe: geographical patterns, cohort-linked measures, and the innovation nexus’, 2024. Published on ECINEQ.ORG.

Absolute educational 
mobility: international 
studies
The World Bank (2018) explores absolute 
educational mobility, illustrating that the 
UK’s upward mobility is comparable to many 
developed countries.56 The cohort born in the 
1980s exhibited an upward mobility rate of 
63.1%, placing it favourably against nations 
like Germany and the USA.

Initial analyses from PIAAC cycle 2 suggest 
that England maintains high levels of upward 
educational mobility, the same as Belgium 
and France. However, response biases could 
misrepresent results. 

Relative educational 
mobility: international 
studies
Relative educational mobility analyses present 
differing insights. World Bank research 
estimates favourable results for the UK 
compared with other countries. In contrast, 
John Jerrim and Lindsey Macmillan (2015) 
rank the UK as relatively more immobile, 
spotlighting significant educational gaps that 
are influenced by parental background.57

Bastion Betthäuser and others (2021) and 
Sarah McNamara and others (2024) provided 
more context, with recent analyses by PIAAC 
offering evidence of England’s fluidity relative 
to specific international counterparts.58

Social Mobility Commission new 
analysis
We use the second cycle of the OECD’s 
PIAAC data (collected 2022 to 2023) to 
measure intergenerational educational 
mobility. The data comes from nationally 
representative probability surveys in a 
large number of OECD countries, but the 
first release only covers 31 countries. For 
some of these countries the data does not 
include any measure of respondents’ highest 
qualification and is therefore unusable. 
After excluding these countries, we are left 
with 25 countries of which we have so far 
analysed 14.59 In this second cycle, note that 
we only have data for England, not for the 
whole of the UK. 

Because of the major expansion of HE 
in many countries (especially England) 
in recent years, we restrict the analysis 
to respondents aged 25 to 44 years. We 
include respondents who were born in 
England or who arrived before age 11 years 
(and received secondary education in 
England). Migrants who arrived at age 11 
years or later are excluded. Because of the 
relatively small sample sizes, we pool the 
results for men and women.

Our 2 main variables are the respondent’s 
highest level of education and the highest 
level of education of their parent(s). The 
data shows 3 levels of parental education:

1.	At least one parent had a tertiary 
qualification

2.	At least one parent had an upper 
secondary education but not a tertiary 
qualification

3.	Neither parent had upper secondary 
or tertiary qualification

Respondents are similarly classified into 
tertiary, upper secondary and lower 
secondary or below, along with a more 
detailed classification in some countries.

59	 Due to time constraints and the specific analytical focus, 14 western European comparators were chosen for their 
existing familiarity and relevance to Britain. This is consistent with other cross-national studies focusing on the UK.

60	 The risk set consists of people who, in principle, could be upwardly mobile educationally. This excludes all those who 
come from the top category of education and who, therefore, cannot be upwardly mobile. But it would include all 
those from lower categories.

61	 The Spearman Rank Order Correlation is a statistical technique that measures strength and direction between 2 
ranked variables.

Our main measure of absolute educational 
mobility is the percentage of those from 
a non-tertiary background (level 1 or 2 of 
the parental qualification measure) who 
obtained a tertiary qualification. This is 
shown in table 2.2 in column 1. This should 
be thought of as the conditional probability 
of obtaining a tertiary qualification, not 
as the overall (unconditional) probability 
of upward mobility. The unconditional 
probabilities are shown in column 2 but are 
harder to understand as the percentages 
upwardly mobile will depend on the size of 
the ‘risk set’.60 So we concentrate on the 
conditional probabilities.

We have 2 measures of relative educational 
mobility. The first measure (shown in 
column 3) is the odds ratio using a binary 
measure of tertiary or non-tertiary education 
both for parents and respondents. The 
second measure (shown in column 4) is 
the Spearman Rank Order Correlation 
between the 3 category measures of highest 
parental qualification and respondents’ 
highest qualification.61 A larger odds ratio, 
and a higher correlation, indicate greater 
intergenerational educational persistence 
(that is, lesser relative mobility). A smaller 
odds ratio or correlation indicates lesser 
intergenerational persistence (that is, greater 
relative mobility, sometimes described as 
greater fluidity). 

Comparing 
educational mobility 

across countries helps 
us understand how 
family background 

shapes opportunities 
in those countries.

43Social Mobility Commission: State of the Nation 202542

https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691117348/whats-the-good-of-education
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/what-is-the-global-database-on-intergenerational-mobility-gdim
https://academic.oup.com/sf/article/94/2/505/2583794
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211019890
https://www.ecineq.org/milano/WP/ECINEQ2024-664.pdf


Table 2.2: Absolute and relative educational mobility for men and women 
aged 25 to 44 years, PIAAC second cycle (2022 to 2023).

 Country Percentage of 
people from non-

tertiary families who 
obtained a tertiary 

qualification

Percentage of 
people with a 
higher level of 
education than 
their parents

Tertiary: 
non-tertiary 
odds ratio 

(confidence 
interval)

Rank order 
correlation between 

parental and 
respondent level of 

qualification

Sample 
size

Austria 29.8% 30.7% 6.31 
(4.96 – 8.02)

0.50 (0.52) 1,641

Belgium 
(Flemish)

47.6% 30.1% 4.24 
(3.26 – 5.52)

0.34 (0.38) 1,141

Canada* 44.0% 21.5% 2.44 
(2.10 – 2.83)

0.24 3,064

England 43.6% 33.7% 3.87 
(3.02 – 4.96)

0.32 (0.32) 1,410

Finland 42.4% 27.8% 2.39 
(1.90 – 3.00)

0.20 (0.21) 1,378

France* 46.8% 40.4% 3.84 
(3.05 – 4.83)

0.30 1,715

Ireland 46.5% 42.9% 3.38 
(2.53 – 4.51)

0.29 (0.29) 1,134

Italy 23.5% 46.4% 7.22 
(4.60 – 11.34)

0.38 (0.40)  952

Japan 41.7% 19.1% 3.11 
(2.52 – 3.81)

0.27 (0.30) 1,810

New Zealand 37.3% 31.4% 3.70 
(2.81 – 4.87)

0.31 (0.34)  919

Poland 32.3% 33.6% 7.60 
(5.44 – 10.61)

0.34 (0.35) 1,963

Portugal 30.5% 49.3% 8.07 
(5.19 –12.57)

0.40 (0.39)  859

Spain 46.7% 43.4% 3.41 
(2.69 – 4.34)

0.35 (0.38) 1,722

Switzerland* 43.0% 31.4% 2.32 
(1.89 – 2.86)

0.21 1,701

Source: SMC analysis based on OECD’s PIAAC data (collected 2022 to 2023).

Notes: In column 4, the figures in brackets show the correlations when the more detailed 
scale of respondents’ qualifications is used (if available in the dataset). Those countries 
marked with an asterisk only have 3 categories for the respondent education level. 
Percentages are derived from weighted data (column 1 and 2); sample size (column 5), 
odds ratios and confidence intervals (column 3 and 4) come from unweighted data. 
The percentage of people with a higher level of education than their parents (column 3) 
and rank order correlation (column 5) is calculated based on 3 categories for both 
respondents and parents.

These results are broadly in line with previous 
research, using the first cycle of PIAAC.62 
This also found a group with higher levels 
of persistence (Czechia, Italy, Poland), a 
large middling group with average levels of 
persistence (Belgium, UK, France, Ireland, 
Japan plus Austria, Spain and Germany) 
and a mainly Nordic group with lower levels 
of intergenerational persistence (Canada, 
Finland plus Ireland, Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden). Results found by Sarah McNamara 
and others (2024) using the ESS are similar, 
with a group showing higher levels of 
intergenerational persistence (Austria, 
Bulgaria, Poland, Belgium, Hungary, Ireland, 
Italy), a middling group (France, Germany, 
Spain, Switzerland, UK, Spain, Portugal, 
Czechia), and a predominantly Nordic 
group with lower levels of intergenerational 
persistence (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, Sweden).63 It should be noted that 
the positions of individual countries vary 
from study to study and also within studies 
according to the method for estimating 
relative mobility. But overall results show 
that the UK belongs to the middling group.

62	 John Jerrim and Lindsey Macmillan, ‘Income inequality, intergenerational mobility, and the Great Gatsby Curve: is 
education the key?’, 2015. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM

63	 Sarah McNamara and others, ‘Intergenerational mobility of education in Europe: geographical patterns, cohort-
linked measures, and the innovation nexus’, 2024. Published on ECINEQ.ORG. 

64	 The European Values Study and World Values Survey are extensive, cross-national research programmes that 
track changes in people’s values, beliefs and attitudes over time. Both surveys use standardised methods, and their 
combined data provide researchers and policymakers with comprehensive insights into global value trends.

It’s not surprising that countries with high 
levels of intergenerational persistence see a 
strong link between parents’ and children’s 
education. This is found in countries with 
lower levels of upward mobility from the 
bottom, but is possibly a new finding. It may 
reflect the fact that these high-persistence 
countries are at an earlier stage of tertiary 
education expansion. The finding that higher 
conditional probabilities of upward mobility 
are shared both by the middling-persistence 
countries like the UK and the low-persistence 
Nordic countries raises interesting 
explanatory questions.

We are currently developing our research 
by analysing data from the joint European 
Values Survey and World Values Survey 
(2017 to 2022).64 This will allow us to expand 
our geographical scope and potentially 
provide a more refined understanding of 
intergenerational educational mobility across 
a wider range of countries. We are also 
refining our methodological approach to 
enhance the strength and accuracy of our 
findings. We will report further developments 
in this research, incorporating the expanded 
dataset and refined methodology.
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Housing mobility

65	 Louis Chauvel and Anne Hartung, ‘Intergenerational mobility in Europe: home ownership as a facet of social 
reproduction?’, 2019. Published on GESIS.ORG.

66	 EU statistics on income and living conditions is a comprehensive data source used to collect information on income, 
poverty, social exclusion and living conditions within the EU.

67	 The Right to Buy scheme was introduced by the Housing Act 1980, giving council tenants the opportunity to buy their 
home at a significant discount. In England, the scheme continues, although the generosity of the discount and the 
number of eligible houses have fluctuated and reduced over time. The scheme was ended in Wales in 2019 and in 
Scotland in 2016. UK Parliament, ‘Comparing the Right to Buy in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland’, 
2017. Published on COMMONSLIBRARY.PARLIAMENT.UK.

68	 Jo Blanden and others, ‘Intergenerational home ownership’, 2023. Published on LINK.SPRINGER.COM. 

Summary
Louis Chauvel and Anne Hartung (2019), who 
looked at people aged between 25 and 60 
years, show the UK as among the more fluid 
countries, perhaps due to the 1980s’ Right 
to Buy schemes.65 However, when statistical 
controls are introduced, the UK falls to 
an average position among the surveyed 
countries, stressing variations influenced by 
different methodological approaches. It is 
almost certain that relative housing mobility 
has fallen since the early 1990s, because the 
Right to Buy scheme gave a one-off boost, 
which cannot be repeated since a lot of 
social housing was sold at once. 

Background 
‘Housing mobility’ refers to the ease 
with which individuals or families can 
change their housing tenure, measured by 
transitions from renting to homeownership, 
or the other way around. It is an important 
component of social mobility, influencing 
and reflecting economic opportunities 
available to individuals, especially since the 
majority of most homeowners’ wealth is 
tied up in their house. Like other forms of 
social mobility, housing mobility is affected 
by both individual circumstances and 
broader structural factors.

Upward absolute housing mobility is normally 
measured by the percentage of people who 
grow up in a rented home, but go on to buy 
their own home. Relative housing mobility 
compares the homeownership chances of 
those whose parents rented, against those 
whose parents owned their home. 

Absolute housing mobility: 
international studies
Unfortunately, there are no studies 
comparing absolute housing mobility across 
countries, so we are unable to comment on 
how the UK might compare internationally.

Relative housing mobility: 
international studies
There is just one study, using EU-SILC 2011, 
which suggests that Britain was one of the 
most fluid countries, but this may reflect 
the Right to Buy scheme from the 1980s 
and so apply to earlier generations.66 67 The 
SMC reported in 2023 that relative housing 
mobility has declined in the UK, and other 
work agrees that relative housing mobility 
is now much lower.68  

Housing mobility 
shapes how easily 

people can move from 
renting to owning, 

shaping lifetime 
opportunity.

Figure 2.6: Relative housing mobility has declined steadily since 1991.
Odds ratios of the relationship between parental and respondent homeownership 
in the UK, from 1991 to 2016 and in 2020, among younger respondents.

Year Odds ratio
2016 to 2020 4.586242
2011 3.785744
2001 3.166923
1991 2.877493

Source: Wealth and Assets Survey (WAS) waves 6 and 7 (respondents aged 30 to 34 years) 
and Bell and others (2022, table 6, UK respondents aged 28 to 37 years).69 70

Notes: The error bars show the 95% confidence intervals for each estimate. The odds ratio 
is a measure of relative mobility. It is the ratio of the odds (of owning a house or not) among 
those whose parents owned a house to the odds among those whose parents had not. The 
data used is weighted using the WAS individual weights.

69	 The Wealth and Assets Survey QMI, conducted biennially (every 2 years) by the ONS in Great Britain since 2006, is a 
key data source on the economic wellbeing of households and individuals. It gathers comprehensive information on 
assets (property, savings, physical possessions, pensions), debts and financial planning behaviours to inform policy 
development and understand wealth distribution over time.

70	 Brian Bell and others, ‘Where is the land of hope and glory? The geography of intergenerational mobility in England 
and Wales’, 2018. Published on CENTRE FOR ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE.
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Jack Matthews
Age 22, Trainee Solicitor, Tozers LLP, Plymouth

“Your background is not a 
barrier – be proud of where 
you come from.”

I grew up in the south-west of England. My 
mum was a carer and a housewife, while my 
stepdad worked as a taxi driver. I lived in a 
flat with my sister and 3 stepbrothers – one 
of whom was severely disabled, so we were 
young carers for him as well. Caring for Alfie 
was normal for me, but it meant that my 
upbringing was different. Understandably, 
lots of my mum’s time was dedicated to 
caring for Alfie, so it meant I had to develop 
independence very early on – often getting 
myself ready for school and assisting with my 
brother’s medication and tube feeding.  

As a child, I struggled with my hearing and 
was diagnosed with 50% hearing loss in both 
ears. I wore hearing aids for most of my time 
at primary school and received therapy to 
develop my speech and language. I struggled 
communicating with others and found myself 
gravitating towards English and drama at 
school. Looking back, I believe they gave 
me the tools to express myself and I don’t 
think I would be as confident a speaker and 
writer today if it hadn’t been for my love of 
language and performing.

71	 The Social Mobility Foundation, ‘Unlock your potential with the Aspiring Professionals Programme’. Published on 
SOCIALMOBILITY.ORG.UK.

72	 A Silver Circle law firm is an industry leader and is often considered a top-tier law firm, working in the corporate and 
financial industries.

I decided I wanted to pursue a career in 
law while I was still quite young. There 
was a particular documentary I watched 
which simulated a murder trial using real 
barristers. I was captivated – not just by the 
drama of the courtroom, but by the way the 
defence counsel managed to shape the jury’s 
perception. It made me realise how powerful 
a lawyer’s words can be. 

Despite my surety that I wanted to be a 
lawyer, I had no clue how to get there or 
what a career in law really entailed. Neither 
of my parents went to university and I had 
no connections in the legal field. That all 
changed when I started sixth form. I was 
fortunate enough to complete widening 
participation programmes, which developed 
my soft skills and supported me in accessing 
higher education and understanding careers 
in law. I also participated in the Social 
Mobility Foundation’s Aspiring Professionals 
Programme, which gave me the opportunity 
to travel to London for the first time and 
experience working at a Silver Circle 
law firm.71,72

“I had to develop independence very 
early on – often getting myself ready 

for school and assisting with my 
brother’s medication and tube feeding.”

I went on to study law at the University of 
Exeter. Alongside my studies, I volunteered 
as the social mobility officer for the 
university’s Law Society. I also had the 
privilege of mentoring students from 
working-class backgrounds and supporting 
them with their UCAS applications. In my 
second year I was nominated for a Social 
Impact Award and realised I could combine 
my passion for the law and social mobility 
by introducing new ways to keep the ladder 
down for the next generation.

I faced challenges at university. I struggled 
financially and had to work throughout 
to support myself. Student housing in 
Exeter was particularly expensive and 
without a family safety net the pressure 
was constant. I was also self-conscious of 
my accent and background. I had never 
been surrounded by students who had not 
attended a state school.

In my final year I started applying for 
training contracts and was offered a job 
with Tozers LLP. They offered me a bursary 
to contribute towards the cost of my Legal 
Practice Course (LPC) and a paralegal role to 
continue working alongside my postgraduate 
studies – I would not have been able to 
continue with a legal career without this.

73	 LPC LLM is both a legal practice course and masters-level qualification.

Having successfully completed my LPC LLM, 
I’m now a trainee solicitor in my second 
‘seat’ with the Property Litigation team.73 
I am yet to decide where I wish to qualify 
but contentious probate, wills and trusts 
has sparked my interest. These cases are 
deeply personal – often involving people 
who have been excluded from a will due to 
a breakdown in relationships. My upbringing 
instilled a strong sense of justice, and I try to 
bring empathy and integrity to every case I 
work on.

I’d advise anyone from the same background 
who wanted to work in law to never be 
afraid to be yourself. Be proud of where 
you come from, because it has shaped 
the talented individual that you are today. 
Your background is not a barrier – it is your 
strength. The legal profession, like every 
other, thrives on diversity and you, and 
your experiences, add value. 
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3	

How have 
social mobility 
conditions 
changed 
across the 
UK?

Highlights
Our main data source, the Labour Force Survey (LFS), allows us to look at changes in 
intermediate outcomes (mobility outcomes in younger people) going back to 2018. Mobility 
patterns across local authorities (LAs) have remained broadly the same over this short 
period, but we will continue to monitor them.

However, we can look at changes in the drivers, or enablers, of mobility over a much longer 
period, going back to the year 2000. Across this longer period, there is still considerable 
stability, with most movements being short-range. Results for the 3 composite indices 
of drivers (Conditions of Childhood, Labour Market Opportunities for young people, and 
Innovation and Growth) show considerable overlap between the 3 lists of disadvantaged 
LAs. This means that several LAs are facing disadvantages across 2 or 3 indices.

Entrenched disadvantage, and decline into disadvantage, are particularly clear 
in the former mining and industrial areas in the North East of England, Yorkshire 
and the Humber, the West Midlands, Wales and Scotland. Our results show little 
sign of the gap closing in the first 2 decades of the 21st century. 

In contrast, the advantage is most evident in London and its commuter belt. 
London boroughs dominate among areas of persisting advantage on both the 
indices of Conditions of Childhood and Innovation and Growth. 

As with any analysis, we should be careful not to infer a causal connection 
between place and outcome. For example, within all major conurbations (built-
up areas of towns joined together), some places attract wealthier residents 
who can afford the higher house prices. Is there something particular about the 
area that’s leading to its good outcomes or is it simply that already-successful 
people are moving there? This type of selective migration is referred to by 
economic geographers as ‘sorting’, and it may play a role in generating more 
affluent neighbourhoods outside London and the South East. Similar processes 
may also generate less affluent areas in the south of England.

The Labour Market Opportunities for young people index showed that several 
rural LAs in Scotland have declining opportunities. Rural areas in other parts 
of the UK also regularly show up as disadvantaged on the other indices. 
They generally involve long and expensive travel distances to major centres 
for further education (FE), and for high-skilled jobs and training. With the 
continuing shift to a post-industrial economy, young people may fall further 
behind their peers in areas of the country with greater access to high-skill 
training and employment.

The Innovation and Growth index includes some new areas outside London with 
favourable conditions: Aberdeen, Brighton, Bristol, Cheshire West and Chester, 
Edinburgh, Oxfordshire, Reading and West Berkshire. These suggest that there 
are other potential development hubs in addition to London. 
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Introduction

74	 The LFS is a study of the employment circumstances of the UK population. It is the largest household study in the UK 
and provides the official measures of employment and unemployment. Office for National Statistics, ‘Labour force 
survey’, 2021. Published on ONS.GOV.UK. 

Composite indices
As with last year’s report, we include 
composite indices, covering some of our 
drivers and intermediate outcomes. We 
call them composite indices because they 
summarise multiple drivers or intermediate 
outcomes in one score. They give us a 
summary of how different geographical 
areas of the UK compare on the main 
dimensions of mobility identified in the data. 

The composites also allow us to be more 
confident in concluding any differences 
between geographical areas. Estimates 
for individual areas, in most cases, involve 
sampling errors (since they are based on 
sample surveys, like the LFS).74 So there’s 
always a risk that differences between 
areas for a specific measure could be a 
result of random sampling errors. To get 
around this imprecision, we summarise 
findings across multiple indicators that 
seem to be related. And, when they all give 
a similar picture, we can confidently say 
that there are real differences between 
the areas. We can then ask whether 
these are due to the areas themselves 
or the individuals living within them. 

Intermediate outcomes 
since 2018
Our State of the Nation 2024 report shows 
the results from a new composite index 
of early-career mobility, called Promising 
Prospects. This index covers the highest 
qualifications, hourly earnings, and 
professional and working-class occupations 
of young people. It divides people up 
according to which upper-tier LAs they 
had grown up in.75 We found that most LAs 
were near the average, but a few were 
significantly better or worse. Those who had 
grown up in prosperous parts of London and 
the adjoining Home Counties had the most 
favourable mobility prospects, while those 
from rural counties, and former mining and 
shipbuilding towns had the least.76

Our data source for these indices, the LFS, 
only allows us to go back to 2018. This is 
because the questions about where people 
grew up were first included in the LFS in 
2018, and measures of socio-economic 
background (SEB) are only available 
from 2014.

Our Promising 
Prospects index 

has revealed stark 
differences in early-

career mobility 
between local areas.

75	 Social Mobility Commission, ‘State of the Nation 2024: local to national, mapping opportunities for all’, 2024. 
Chapter 3: mobility across the UK. Published on GOV.UK.

76	 Home Counties refers to those bordering or near London, namely Hertfordshire, Sussex, Essex, Kent, Surrey, Berkshire 
and Buckinghamshire.

77	 A dependent child is aged 0 to 15 years in a household (regardless of family setting) or a young person aged 16 to 18 
years within full-time education or still living with parents or guardians. 

78	 See our technical annex for detailed information on this research.

Drivers of mobility across 
the UK since 2000
We also developed 3 composite indices of 
the drivers – the conditions that help or stop 
social mobility:

4.	 The Conditions of Childhood index, 
which aims to measure the socio-
economic situation of parents with 
dependent children.77

5.	 The Labour Market Opportunities 
for young people index, which 
looks at the job types and salaries 
of young adults.

6.	 The Innovation and Growth 
index, which tries to capture 
the conditions that help local 
economic growth. 

Our research has shown that these 3 drivers 
account for much of the variation in the 
Promising Prospects index. Of the 3, the 
Conditions of Childhood index is the most 
statistically important.78 In this chapter, we 
consider how these composite indices have 
changed over time, across the UK.

Questions about a person’s current residence 
and LA, rather than childhood residence, are 
available back to 2000. We can therefore 
develop composite indices of the drivers 
of social mobility from 2000 to 2024. This 
is because the drivers are the current 
conditions that favour or stop social mobility. 
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Intermediate outcomes 
since 2018
Introduction
For our 2024 report, we developed a 
composite index called Promising Prospects, 
which allowed us to compare mobility 
prospects across LAs. The index was based 
on 4 intermediate outcomes: university 
degrees, professional jobs, working-class 
jobs and average hourly earnings, taking SEB 
into account. Promising Prospects tries to 
answer the question: “if you take people of 
the same SEB, but who grew up in different 
places, who has the best prospects?”

We found (similarly to other researchers) that 
most upper-tier LAs had middling prospects, 
but a few LAs showed prospects that were 
particularly favourable or unfavourable. 
The LAs with favourable prospects were 
concentrated in London and the Home 
Counties. Those with the least favourable 
prospects were more geographically diverse 
– some were large rural areas with no cities 
(such as Dumfries and Galloway) and others 
were former mining or heavy industry areas 
in the north of England and Scotland.

Changes since 2018
To construct this index of intermediate 
outcomes, we have to be able to measure 
SEB and identify where people grew up. 
This limits us to the period from 2018 to 
2024, when the LFS (the data source for all 4 
indicators) included the relevant questions. 

To maintain sample sizes and gain reliable 
estimates, we pool (combine) the data into 2 
blocks of years: from 2018 to 2020 and from 
2021 to 2024. This allows us to examine how 
things have changed across LAs. This is not 
enough to show a trend over time, given the 
presence of only 2 data points, but it is a 
starting point.

Table 3.1: Summary of the composite Promising Prospects index, based on 
intermediate outcomes. 

Index Indicator Data used

Promising 
Prospects 

Intermediate outcome (IN) 
2.3 Highest qualification 
(university degree)

Net levels of a university degree 
among young people in each area after 
controlling for SEB.

IN3.3a Occupational level 
(professional occupation)

Net proportions of young people in 
professional-class jobs in each area 
after controlling for SEB. 

IN3.3b Occupational level 
(working-class occupation)

Net proportions of young people not in 
working-class jobs in each area after 
controlling for SEB.

IN3.4 Hourly earnings Mean hourly earnings among young 
people in each area after controlling 
for SEB.

Our main finding is that there was 
considerable stability between these 2 
periods. The overall correlation between 
scores in the 2 periods was high at 0.80. 
In the case of the most favourable LAs, 
8 were in the top 10 in both periods. 

Two dropped out of the top 10 
(Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire) but 
continued to have relatively favourable 
scores in the second period. Two entered 
the top 10 (Enfield and Lewisham), having 
already had fairly favourable scores in 
the first period. So the overall picture of 
favourable prospects being concentrated 
within London remains unchanged.

Table 3.2: Top and bottom 10 local authorities (LAs) for the 2018 to 2020 
and 2021 to 2024 periods.

Among 10 most 
favourable in both 
periods

•	Barnet
•	Brent
•	Ealing
•	Harrow
•	Hillingdon
•	Hounslow
•	Richmond upon Thames 
•	Surrey

Moved up out of bottom 
10 in second period

•	Cornwall
•	Newcastle upon Tyne
•	North Lanarkshire
•	South Tyneside

Dropped out of top 10 
in second period

•	Buckinghamshire
•	Hertfordshire

Entered top 10 in 
second period

•	Enfield
•	Lewisham

Dropped into bottom 
10 in second period

•	Barnsley
•	Hull
•	Rhondda Cynon Taf
•	South Ayrshire

Among 10 least favourable in both periods

•	Dumfries and Galloway
•	Durham

•	Gateshead
•	Northern Ireland

•	Scottish Borders
•	Sunderland

Source: Our calculations based on pooled 
LFS data from 2018 to 2024.

Notes: In both periods, the top 10 had 
z-scores above 1.90, and the bottom 10 had 
scores below -1.40.79 This asymmetry reflects 
the asymmetry of the overall distribution that 
our State of the Nation 2024 report showed.

79	 A z-score is a statistical measure of how far a given observation is from the average, without units and relative 
to other data. Positive values are above average, negative values are below. Mathematically, it tells us how many 
standard deviations the observation is from the arithmetic mean. For example, a z-score of +1 means the observation 
is one standard deviation above the mean.

There was somewhat more turnover among 
the least favourable LAs – 6 were among the 
10 in the least favourable category in both 
periods. The 4 which entered the bottom 
10 in the second period all had relatively 
unfavourable scores in the first period, so 
there was considerable continuity. And 3 of 
the 4 that moved up out of the bottom 10 
in the second period also continued to have 
relatively unfavourable scores. One striking 
exception was Newcastle upon Tyne, which 
came close to the national average in the 
second period.
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The drivers of mobility 
since 2000

80	There is considerable similarity between the new results and what was published in our State of the Nation (SON) 
2024 report for the Conditions of Childhood index. Of the 32 LAs scored in SON 2024 as having ‘favourable’ or ‘most 
favourable’ positions, 26 also have ‘favourable’ or ‘most favourable’ positions with the revised index for the 2018 to 
2024 period. Similarly, of the 33 LAs scored in SON 2024 as having ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least favourable’ positions, 25 also 
have ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least favourable’ positions with the revised index. Some changes would be expected anyway, 
as the revised index covers a longer period than the SON 2024 index.

81	 For example, Henry Overman and Xiaowie Xu, ‘Spatial disparities across labour markets’, 2024. Published on 
ACADEMIC.OUP.COM. This shows considerable continuity over time in the spatial dispersion of average wages and 
employment rates across the UK over the first 2 decades of the 20th century.

82	 A multilevel model takes account of the results for all LAs when looking at the result for an individual LA. So, if an LA 
ends up with an extreme value, and especially if the sample size for that LA is small, the model adjusts the estimated 
value to be closer to the average for all LAs.

Although we cannot measure actual levels 
of social mobility by area further back than 
2018, we do have the data to show the drivers 
of social mobility from 2000. The drivers are 
the socio-economic conditions that help or 
stop social mobility for the young people who 
grew up in different LA areas. 

Similar to last year’s annual report, we 
have produced composite indices of 3 
drivers – Conditions of Childhood, Labour 
Market Opportunities for young people, 
and Innovation and Growth. Last year, the 
Conditions of Childhood index measured 
socio-economic conditions in an area, such 
as the rate of childhood poverty; the Labour 
Market Opportunities for young people index 
measured the occupational positions and 
unemployment rates of young people in an 
area; and the Innovation and Growth index 
measured conditions such as the level of 
business expenditure in an area. 

Our research suggests that, from a statistical 
point of view, the first of these 3, the 
Conditions of Childhood index, is the most 
important for understanding differences 
between LAs in the levels of mobility achieved 
by young people, although the second and 
third drivers provide additional insights.

To produce consistent indices for the whole 
of the 2000 to 2024 period, we made some 
changes to them, which are described in 
more detail in this footnote. However, the 
conceptual basis and methodology of the 3 
remain the same as before.80 One important 
aspect of the indices is that they are 
designed to help users compare LAs. They 
tell us which areas had the most and least 
favourable socio-economic conditions for the 
future mobility prospects of young people 
who grew up there.

We would normally expect considerable 
stability over time in these indices, especially 
for the Conditions of Childhood index.81 This is 
because many socio-economic conditions are 
constrained by the geography of the area and 
its natural resources and built environment 
(such as housing, factories and offices, and 
other aspects of infrastructure such as roads 
and railways). While investment can bring 
change, this is typically a slow process and 
there is considerable continuity over time. 
However, since the composite indices compare 
the relative positions of LAs within each period, 
we would expect to find some movement both 
up and down between periods. 

In our State of the Nation 2024 report we 
ranked LAs as having ‘most favourable’, 
‘favourable’, ‘middling’, ‘unfavourable’ and 
‘least favourable’ conditions. We follow the 
same basic classification with the revised 
index, but have now further distinguished 
‘lower middling’, ‘middle middling’ and 
‘upper middling’ groups. We find that there 
is a high level of stability over time in the 
composition of these 3 middling groups. In 
the figures below we use the following colour-
coding:  Most favourable,  favourable,  
upper middling,  middle middling,  lower 
middling,  unfavourable,  least favourable. 

The measures for each LA are estimated 
using a multilevel model which shrinks values 
from LAs with small sample sizes to reduce 
the risk of implausibly extreme results.82

Finally, we must emphasise that these 
composite measures are designed to 
compare LAs. In this sense, they are relative 
measures, telling us about young people’s 
mobility (in the case of Promising Prospects), 
or the drivers of mobility (in the case of 
other composites). 

Changes in the Conditions of Childhood index
How the measure works

83	 Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren, ‘Impacts of neighborhoods on intergenerational mobility I: childhood exposure 
effects’, 2018. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.

84	 Eric Chyn and Lawrence Katz, ‘Neighborhoods matter: assessing the evidence for place effects’, 2021. Published on 
AEAWEB.ORG.

The first composite index based on 
drivers is called Conditions of Childhood. 
It measures the socio-economic conditions 
of families with children. This covers 
childhood poverty, parental education, 
parental working-class occupation and 
parental professional occupation. 

Research shows that children growing up in 
disadvantaged socio-economic conditions 
have poorer chances of obtaining high-level 
occupations in their careers than those 
growing up in more advantaged conditions.83 
There are also likely to be spillover 
effects, with poorer mobility outcomes 
even for people with more advantaged 
family backgrounds who live in the same 
neighbourhoods. These effects can act 
through, for example, peer influences, or 
exposure to violence.84

Therefore, areas with higher levels 
of disadvantage typically have lower 
levels of overall social mobility.

The revised index uses the following 4 
indicators, which have been consistently 
measured in the nationally representative 
LFS’s across the whole 2000 to 2024 period. 
The main change we made is to replace 
the indicator used previously on children in 
poverty (for which the data at LA level does 
not go back to 2000) with a new measure of 
the income levels of households with children.

Table 3.3: Summary of the Conditions of Childhood index, based on drivers.

Index Indicator Data used

Conditions of 
Childhood

Driver (DR) 1.2 Childhood poverty Estimated hourly pay for 
individuals aged over 21 years with 
dependent children in their family.

DR 1.3 Distribution of parental 
education

Estimated proportion of degree-
level education among individuals 
aged over 21 years with dependent 
children in their family.

DR 1.4a Distribution of parental 
occupation (professional)

Estimated proportion of 
professional-class occupations 
among individuals aged over 21 
years with dependent children 
in their family.

DR 1.4b Distribution of parental 
occupation (working class)

Estimated proportion of working-
class occupations among 
individuals aged over 21 years with 
dependent children in their family.
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Trends over time

85	 For more detailed information on the LFS sample size drop, please refer to chapter 1, page 26.

Figure 3.1: There is stability over time in LAs’ positions on the Conditions of 
Childhood index.
Change over time in the number of LAs across categories for the Conditions of 
Childhood index.

Band 2000-05 2006-11 2012-17 2018-24
Most 
favourable

19 17 18 20

Favourable 11 12 16 15
Upper 
middling

27 29 27 27

Middling 76 78 70 69
Lower 
middling

43 30 43 43

Unfavourable 22 33 23 23
Least 
favourable

7 6 8 8

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: See the technical annex for details of the construction of the index.

Entrenched disadvantage
In table 3.4, we show the LAs which largely 
remained in an ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least 
favourable’ position throughout the 24-year 
period. In order to increase sample sizes, we 
distinguish 4 periods, the first 3 covering 6 
years each, and the fourth (when LFS samples 
dropped in size) covering 7 years.85 

For local authorities, 
their standings on 
the Conditions of 

Childhood index are 
pretty consistent 

year after year.

Table 3.4: Most of the LAs experiencing ‘entrenched disadvantage’ over 
time on the Conditions of Childhood index were in the West Midlands or 
north of England.
LAs that were in ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least favourable’ positions both in the 2000 to 2005 
and 2018 to 2024 periods on the Conditions of Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Hartlepool -1.19 -0.75 -1.33 -1.27

Oldham -1.02 -1.04 -1.40 -1.45

Doncaster -1.37 -1.48 -1.18 -1.32

Barnsley -1.36 -1.10 -1.24 -1.25

Walsall -1.13 -1.26 -1.17 -1.38

Sunderland -1.25 -1.10 -1.25 -1.20

Redcar and Cleveland -1.25 -1.13 -1.13 -1.46

North Lincolnshire -1.35 -1.10 -1.04 -1.43

Merthyr Tydfil -1.20 -1.54-1.54 -1.18 -1.15

Wolverhampton -1.23 -1.05 -0.81 -1.53-1.53

Blackburn with Darwen -1.17 -1.16 -1.06 -2.14-2.14

North East Lincolnshire -1.43 -1.31 -1.73-1.73 -1.87-1.87

Leicester -1.37 -1.49 -1.74-1.74 -1.80-1.80

Newham -1.62-1.62 -1.62-1.62 -1.27 -1.03

Stoke-on-Trent -1.71-1.71 -1.59-1.59 -1.60-1.60 -1.21

Blaenau Gwent -1.96-1.96 -1.79-1.79 -1.59-1.59 -1.23

Middlesbrough -1.62-1.62 -1.14 -1.27 -1.75-1.75

Sandwell -1.65-1.65 -1.49 -2.01-2.01 -1.65-1.65

Kingston upon Hull -1.76-1.76 -1.91-1.91 -2.03-2.03 -1.93-1.93

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based 
on survey data, so may not be exact for 
every LA. Please use them as a guide, 
rather than precise measurements. See 
the technical annex for details of the 
construction of the index.

In total, 19 LAs were classified as having 
either ‘most unfavourable’ or ‘unfavourable’ 
positions both in the first and last period. 
These were:

• Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar
and Cleveland, and Sunderland in
the North East of England

• Oldham and Blackburn with Darwen in
the North West of England

• Barnsley, Doncaster, Kingston upon
Hull, North East Lincolnshire, North
Lincolnshire in Yorkshire and the Humber

• Sandwell, Stoke-on-Trent, Walsall and
Wolverhampton in the West Midlands

• Leicester in the East Midlands

• Merthyr Tydfil and Blaenau Gwent in
South Wales
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There was only one LA classified as ‘most 
unfavourable’ or ‘unfavourable’, Newham, in 
London, and none in Scotland or South West 
and South East England.

Several of these areas were formerly 
important centres where coal mining was 
a major industry in the first half of the 20th 
century, while many of the others were 
cities which had histories of manufacturing 
and shipbuilding. Relatively few were rural 
areas. While the decline of mining and 
manufacturing as major employers dates 
back 40 or 50 years, it is likely that these 
areas are still suffering the after-effects 
of the de-industrialisation of the 1980s. 

Relative decline
In table 3.5, we show the LAs which 
had moved down over the 21st century 
into the ‘unfavourable’ and ‘least 
favourable’ categories. 

Most of these changes are fairly modest, 
such as the 9 LAs that moved from the ‘lower 
middling’ category in the 2000 to 2005 
period down to the ‘unfavourable’ category 
in the most recent 2018 to 2024 period. For 
example, the scores for Blackpool, Durham 
and Pembrokeshire shift from just below the 
threshold to just over the threshold for being 
classed as ‘unfavourable’. Of perhaps more 
concern is Rochdale, which moved from the 
‘lower middling’ down to the ‘least favourable’ 
category. 

Conwy and Denbighshire in north Wales are 
also notable, both moving the longer distance 
from the middle category down to the 
‘unfavourable’ category.

A distinct process might be involved in the 
cases of rural and sparsely populated LAs 
compared to those in former industrial 
centres. Detailed case studies are required to 
gain more understanding of these changes.

Table 3.5: LAs where conditions of childhood became unfavourable over 
time included both rural areas in Wales as well as former mining and 
industrial areas.
LAs that moved down from a ‘middling’ into an ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least favourable’ 
position by the 2018 to 2024 period on the Conditions of Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Conwy -0.29 -0.40 -0.86 -1.03

Denbighshire -0.30 -0.07 -0.61 -1.19

West Dunbartonshire -0.79 -0.63 -0.39 -1.19

North Lanarkshire -0.82 -0.57 -0.57 -1.05

Durham -0.92 -0.77 -0.61 -1.04

Bradford -0.78 -0.93 -1.03 -1.06

Pembrokeshire -0.99 -1.21 -0.70 -1.08

Luton -0.66 -1.16 -1.10 -1.05

North Ayrshire -0.71 -1.31 -1.05 -1.45

Blackpool -0.85 -1.36 -1.57-1.57 -1.00

Rhondda Cynon Taf -0.80 -1.00 -0.63 -1.17

Rochdale -0.82 -0.67 -1.25 -1.55-1.55

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based on survey data, so may not be exact for every LA. 
Please use them as a guide, rather than precise measurements. See the technical annex for 
details of the construction of the index.

Escape from disadvantage

86	 Further research has shown that moving out of disadvantaged areas is strongly associated with social mobility. 
For example, Antony Fielding, ‘Migration and social mobility: south-east England as an escalator region’, 1991. 
Published on TANDFONLINE.COM; Ian Gordon and others, ‘Urban escalators and intergenerational elevators: the 
difference that location, mobility, and sectoral specialisation make to occupational progress’, 2015. Published 
on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM; Henry Overman and Xiaowie Xu, ‘Spatial disparities across labour markets’, 2024. 
Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.  

Table 3.6 shows LAs that have moved up into 
more favourable conditions. As with table 3.5, 
table 3.6 shows that most movement is short-
range. Eight LAs moved the short distance 
from the ‘unfavourable’ category into the 
‘lower middling’ category. 

More strikingly, however, Tower Hamlets 
moved from the ‘least favourable’ category 
at the beginning of the century to a 
lower middling position 2 decades later. 
Encouragingly, progress was spread across 
the country and not confined to London.

Table 3.6: Progress was not confined to London but was spread across 
parts of the UK.
LAs that moved out of ‘unfavourable’ or ‘least favourable’ positions in the 2000 to 
2005 period into ‘middling’ positions in the 2018 to 2024 period on the Conditions of 
Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Neath Port Talbot -1.11 -1.27 -0.42 -0.33

Caerphilly -1.06 -0.96 -0.95 -0.84

Torbay -1.13 -0.67 -0.73 -0.75

South Tyneside -1.08 -0.87 -0.90 -0.58

Nottingham -1.32 -1.05 -0.96 0.94

Manchester -1.07 -1.05 -0.71 -0.60

Barking and Dagenham -1.13 -1.06 -1.08 -0.86

East Ayrshire -1.14 -1.21 -1.34 -0.54

Knowsley -1.34 -1.47 -1.17 -0.89

Tower Hamlets -1.89-1.89 -1.52-1.52 -1.07 -0.68

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based on 
survey data, so may not be exact for every 
LA. Please use them as a guide, rather than 
precise measurements. See the technical 
annex for details of the construction of 
the index.

Different social and economic processes may 
bring these changes. One process is that 
of ‘gentrification’ as younger professionals 
who cannot afford the (rising) house prices 
in, for example, central London move 
into neighbouring boroughs with slightly 
more affordable housing. A rise in house 
prices (and rents) may be a response to 
the economic dynamism of London as a 
post‑industrial global city. 

Again, case studies are required to 
understand this in more detail, but there are 
likely to be population movements between 
neighbouring boroughs in large metropolitan 
areas with effective transport networks.

Population movements of this kind could 
also explain some of the declines into 
disadvantage. Rural areas might see 
an exodus of young people with high 
qualifications moving out into expanding 
metropolitan areas with greater opportunities 
for professional work, leaving behind a 
somewhat more disadvantaged population.86
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Persistent advantage 
We can also look at movements of LAs into and out of favourable positions on the Conditions 
of Childhood index. Table 3.7 shows the LAs that remained in a ‘favourable’ or ‘most 
favourable’ position.

Table 3.7: Persistent advantage is most clear in and around London but 
also occurs around other major cities. 
LAs that were in ‘favourable’ or ‘most favourable’ positions both in the 2000 to 2005 
and 2018 to 2024 periods on the Conditions of Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Richmond upon Thames 4.264.26 3.853.85 3.483.48 2.562.56

Kingston upon Thames 2.292.29 2.302.30 1.931.93 1.941.94

Kensington and Chelsea 2.032.03 2.392.39 1.691.69 2.052.05

Hammersmith and Fulham 1.631.63 2.252.25 1.961.96 2.172.17

Wandsworth 2.752.75 2.432.43 3.103.10 2.642.64

Windsor and Maidenhead 2.712.71 1.951.95 2.312.31 2.192.19

Surrey 2.212.21 2.192.19 1.921.92 2.082.08

Wokingham 2.362.36 2.452.45 2.502.50 2.382.38

Edinburgh 1.691.69 1.551.55 1.721.72 1.521.52

East Dunbartonshire 1.661.66 1.691.69 2.102.10 1.691.69

East Renfrewshire 2.292.29 1.531.53 1.22 1.621.62

West Berkshire 1.541.54 1.13 1.691.69 1.591.59

Buckinghamshire 2.002.00 2.002.00 1.671.67 1.48

Barnet 1.791.79 1.831.83 1.721.72 1.37

Hertfordshire 1.581.58 1.711.71 1.48 1.42

Harrow 1.611.61 0.89 0.66 1.24

Brighton and Hove 1.521.52 1.37 1.41 1.24

Bath and North East 
Somerset

1.601.60 1.40 1.17 1.44

Camden 1.45 2.482.48 2.182.18 2.142.14

Bromley 1.48 1.631.63 1.771.77 1.601.60

Oxfordshire 1.38 1.35 1.601.60 1.601.60

Ealing 1.18 0.98 0.52 1.581.58

Merton 1.24 1.20 2.012.01 1.27

Solihull 1.35 1.03 0.91 1.23

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based on survey data, so may not be exact for every LA. 
Please use them as a guide, rather than precise measurements. See the technical annex for 
details of the construction of the index.

In table 3.7 we see that 12 LAs were in the 
‘most favourable’ category (coloured blue) 
both in the 2000 to 2005 and 2018 to 2024 
periods whereas table 3.4 showed only a few 
LAs were in the least favourable category 
(coloured red) throughout. 

Table 3.7 reflects the findings reported in 
our State of the Nation 2024 report, that 
the most favoured LAs tend to be in London 
and the Home Counties. However, they are 
joined by Edinburgh and 2 authorities in the 
commuter belt around Glasgow, as well as 
Solihull (in the Birmingham commuter belt).

Progress towards greater advantage
Table 3.8 shows the 11 LAs that had 
improved their position over time and moved 
up into ‘favourable’ or ‘most favourable’ 
positions. This has some parallels with table 
3.6 (showing progress out of unfavourable 
positions into middling positions) and table 
3.7 (showing persistent advantage). Several 
London boroughs made great progress 
over the 2 decades moving from middling 
positions to relatively advantaged ones. 
This perhaps reflects the same processes 
of gentrification that we mentioned in the 
context of Tower Hamlets. While London 
boroughs once again appear in table 3.8, 
similar changes are also happening in the 
Manchester commuter belt (Stockport, 
Cheshire West and Chester, and Trafford). 

Table 3.8: Progress towards greater advantage is clear in the commuter 
belt around Manchester as well as in London and its commuter belt.
LAs that moved up from a ‘middling’ position in the 2000 to 2005 period to a 
‘favourable’ or ‘most favourable’ position in the 2018 to 2024 period on the Conditions 
of Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Westminster 0.71 1.05 1.891.89 1.24

Sutton 0.94 0.85 1.33 1.701.70

Cheshire West and Chester 0.59 0.57 0.70 1.611.61

Trafford 0.62 1.42 1.13 1.47

Lewisham 0.58 0.76 1.29 1.35

Reading 0.78 0.71 1.20 1.04

Aberdeenshire 0.71 0.49 -0.11 1.02

Islington 0.62 1.49 0.46 1.601.60

Stockport 0.33 1.06 1.09 1.13

Lambeth 0.40 0.72 0.86 1.771.77

Southwark 0.27 0.37 0.83 1.44

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based on survey data, so may not be exact for every LA. 
Please use them as a guide, rather than precise measurements. See the technical annex for 
details of the construction of the index.
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Different processes might be involved with 
the rising position of Reading. Although the 
London Underground Elizabeth Line brings 
Reading within commuting distance of the 
city, social geographers normally assign 
it to a separate commuting zone from 
London.87 The Reading travel-to-work area 
includes Wokingham and Bracknell Forest, 
and parts of West Berkshire, Hampshire and 
Oxfordshire. This area should be thought of 
as a separate economic centre and labour 
market from London. 

87	 Office for National Statistics, ‘Travel to work area analysis in Great Britain: 2016’, Published on ONS.GOV.UK. For a 
detailed analysis of spatial variation across travel-to-work areas please see Henry Overman and Xiaowie Xu, ‘Spatial 
disparities across labour markets’, 2024. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM.  

As we shall read later, Reading also scores 
highly on the Innovation and Growth index.

Decline from advantage
Table 3.9 shows the 6 areas that declined 
from their favourable positions at the 
turn of the 21st century. As before, most 
of the movement is only short distances 
and nearly all areas remained relatively 
advantaged throughout. 

Table 3.9: The areas that dropped out of the favourable category are all 
outside London.
LAs that moved down from a ‘favourable’ or ‘most favourable’ position in the 2000 to 
2005 period to a ‘middling’ position in the 2018 to 2024 period on the Conditions of 
Childhood index.

 Most favourable   Favourable   Upper middling   Middling   Lower middling   Unfavourable   Least favourable

2000 to 2005 2006 to 2011 2012 to 2017 2018 to 2024

Rutland 1.621.62 0.79 1.13 0.64

Stirling 1.35 1.601.60 1.41 0.93

Bracknell Forest 1.37 0.96 0.54 0.77

Cambridgeshire 1.12 1.29 0.92 0.83

Cheshire East 1.13 1.26 1.22 0.61

Monmouthshire 1.39 0.72 0.86 0.42

Source: Our calculations based on pooled LFS data from 2000 to 2024.

Notes: These scores are estimates based on survey data, so may not be exact for every LA. 
Please use them as a guide, rather than precise measurements. See the technical annex for 
details of the construction of the index.

6 local authorities, all 
outside of London, 
lost their top spots 
in the Conditions of 

Childhood index from 
the early 2000s.

Conclusions
In summary, our analysis shows that 
there is considerable stability over time 
in LAs’ positions on the Conditions of 
Childhood index. Twenty-four LAs have been 
persistently advantaged, outnumbering 
the 11 that moved up out of the middling 
categories and the 6 that moved down into 
middling ones. Where there is movement up 
or down, change has been gradual rather 
than transformational.

While detailed case studies are needed to 
fully understand why particular authorities 
have changed their position, some patterns 
do seem to be reasonably clear. First, we see 
the long shadow of history – in particular 
a history of de-industrialisation.88 Many 
of the areas experiencing entrenched 
disadvantages were ones where mining and 
traditional manufacturing have declined or 
disappeared. Second, we see the impact of 
post-industrialism with global cities and their 
service economies leading the way. 

88	Patricia Rice and Anthony Venables, ‘The persistent consequences of adverse shocks: how the 1970s shaped UK 
regional inequality’, 2021. Published on ACADEMIC.OUP.COM. It shows that the 1970s shock to male employment, a 
result of declining numbers of jobs in mining and manufacturing, was spatially concentrated and still visible in the 
same areas in 2015.

89	 In addition to London, other British cities in the world top 200 for both economics and education are Edinburgh, 
Bristol, Leeds, Cambridge, Glasgow, Manchester, Birmingham and Oxford. Oxford Economics, ‘Oxford economics 
global cities index 2025’, Published on OXFORDECONOMICS.COM.

Furthermore, while London is the UK’s 
pre-eminent global city, the shift to post-
industrialism is not restricted to London but 
can be seen elsewhere, both in other parts 
of the South East outside London and around 
Manchester in the North West of England. 
For more information, take a look at the 
discussion about the Innovation and Growth 
index on page 78.89

We also need to remember that in large 
metropolitan areas such as London, 
Birmingham, Glasgow and Manchester there 
will be complex processes of migration 
between neighbouring boroughs within the 
commuting zones. This reflects a variety of 
factors such as stage in the life-cycle (early 
careers through to retirement), housing and 
rental prices, and affordability of transport. 
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